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ABSTRACT

The study's overreaching objective was to evaluate the pros and cons of 
the newly adopted Village-Based Organization that was funded by the 
United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Empirical 
data was collected following personal interviews and focus group 
discussions.  The study revealed that VBO contributed to diversifying 
enterprises by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and 
other value-added activities. The respondents expressed their 
complimentary views about their uplifted living standards. The women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased by restoring 
their rights on resources and decision making. Farmers Field School 
motivated the community to introduce new technologies and practices for 
maintaining their livelihoods better. Despite some limitations, the VBO 
helped reduce local disputes and criminal activities like dowry, the 
high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse. The study 
advocates replicating this concept in the whole country as a part of the 
corona pandemic stimulus package. It can curb Monga (seasonal 
famine), tackle incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors, reduces the 
consumption of natural resources, achieves Sustainable Development 
Goals, and finally, uphold the aspiration of a "whole society approach" 
and "no one is left behind." Policy interventions are warranted to rectify 
the identified challenges and integrate the basic principles of 
sustainability, termed a holistic approach.  
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Figure 1: Spider diagram showing the conceptual framework of a VBO 

1. INTRODUCTION

The rural economy, notably agriculture, is the most powerful driver of 
poverty alleviation in Bangladesh since 2000, which accounted for 90% 
of the poverty reduction during 2005-2010 (FAO 2016). Near about 70% 
of the population, together with 77% of the total workforce, lives in rural 
areas. Almost half of workers and two-thirds of the people residing in 
rural areas solely depend on agriculture. On the flip side, about 87% of 
rural households figure on agriculture directly or indirectly for 
livelihoods (FAO 2016). The agricultural sector contributes to 14.23% of 
the Gross Domestic of the country (BBS 2019). The country has made 
tremendous progress over recent decades in achieving food security. The 
Agriculture Orientation Index (+0.5) is decent compared to that of other 
neighbors like Nepal, Sri-Lanka, and India (FPMU 2019). Despite that, 
food production cannot maintain its consistency because of natural 
calamities, farmer’s insolvency, distorted market chain, land 
fragmentation, lack of innovative technologies, weak transportation 
system, and lack of storage facilities and agricultural inputs (Rahman 
2020a).  Faster inclusive rural growth and new job creation, notably more 
robust rural non-farm enterprise development and agricultural 
diversification, have become indispensable.  A shift in mono rice culture 
to higher-value crop production can reduce malnutrition, boost growth, 
and create an array of non-farm jobs for women and youth. Similarly, 
livestock and fisheries can offer enormous potential for achieving food 
security and decent employment generation. 

Thus, the development of village-based organizations in rural areas 
is vitally important for developing agriculture and improving farming 
communities' livelihoods. In achieving success in farming development, 
the farmers' unity and cooperative framework in materializing is pivotal. 
The population of the country has been increasing, and in contrast, the 
land resource is decreasing. The adverse effect of climate change has 
become a threat to agricultural development, which calls for much 
awareness and collective action by the community members. Realizing 
the importance of rural farmers' unity in achieving agricultural 
sustainability, Bangladesh initiated a Village Based Organization (VBO) 
in the Mymensingh and Sherpur district in 2011 with the financial and 
technical support of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO). The initiative's overall goal was to ensure food security 

by enhancing agricultural production, diversifying income sources, 
adding value, and improving the market chain.

The village-based organization helps in the socialization and 
development of new professionals (Lunceford 2014). Ren et al. (2017) 
found that the cooperative system is a bottom-up institutional innovation 
towards sustainable land use in China. On the other hand, such 
organizations establish "village democracy" and strengthen tenure rights 
(Ren et al., 2018). Educational events more effective among people with 
lower levels of education, and interventions are more beneficial in 
communities with insufficient social capital (Sato et al. 2020). The 
association of social capital and cohesion positively impacts physical and 
emotional health (Habib et al. 2020). VBOs interact between a group’s 
resources and the interconnections that every individual has to this group, 
which allow the member to benefit from these resources (Caprino 2007).

VBO works as a tool for alternative dispute resolution minimizing 
the local conflicts in Indonesia (Teniwut et al., 2017).  It was revealed that 
VBO helped the farmers heightening their inspiration towards 
development activities but could not bring any remarkable change in 
Pakistan (Muhammad et al. 2009). VBO brought some negative changes 
to Western Sub-Saharan Africa (Navarra and Vallino 2015).  Barnes and 
Van Laerhoven (2013) revealed that the external agent, notably the 
donor's involvement in VBO, affected the local community's livelihoods 
in Maharashtra, India. Lamsal et al. (2015) reported that this approach 
built up a positive mindset among Nepal's communities. Therefore, a 
mixed outcome is reported from different parts of the world. The 
effectiveness of the newly introduced VFO in Bangladesh was rarely 
assessed. Hence, the study aimed to understand the current Status of 
Village Based Organization and evaluate their effectiveness.

The grass root people of Bangladesh have a long history of working 
under a cooperative society (Chowdhury 1989). In Bangladesh, the 
concept of participatory governance in managing natural resources is 
popularly known as co-management that emerged after 1995 to empower 
the local community to manage fisheries and forest resources in the 
critically degraded habitats (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Thompson 2013). 
But this approach was limited to the community residing at the proximity 
of the natural habitats or in the ecologically critical areas. VPO was the 
first step in expanding participatory governance at the farmers' level. The 
co-management outcome in wetlands and forests was mixed and did not 

curb the ongoing degradation (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; 
Rahman 2018). FAO (2014) embraced the VBO as a successful project. 
Hence, a cross-check is warranted to understand whether VBO followed 
the consequence of the natural habitat’s co-management or not. The study 
will help policymakers understand the pitfalls and bottlenecks and 
implement policy interventions for its continuity and sustainability.

1.1. Conceptual framework

Long years back, the community-based organization was an important 
facet of Indian service in society. Community Development had a long 
history in India, even before launching the Community Development 
Programme (CDP) in 1952 (Gangrade 1971; Waghmare and Patel 1974). 
Before the independence of India, such cooperative societies contributed 
to voluntary movements and social and economic development. It 
underscored the formation of some historical organizations and activities 
in the Indian subcontinent like Arya Samaj (1875), Rama Krishna 
Mission (1897), Theosophical Movement (1893), and Sarvodaya 
Movement (1920).

Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development (BARD) incepted a 
Community-based rural development initiative, widely known as the 
"Comilla approach." It formed rural society at the outset and then 
integrated some basic development programs (Chowdhury 1989).  It 
followed two-tier agricultural cooperative systems: Krishak Samabay 
Samiti (Village level cooperative society) and a Thana Central 
Cooperative Association. These cooperative associations were voluntary 
economic organizations of farmers (Quddus 1993). In Bangladesh, 
predominantly, financial limitation is a significant issue for rural 
development. The industrial revolution of the early twentieth century, 
accompanied by rapid urbanization, expanded the gap between the urban 
and rural parts of Bangladesh to an alarming level (Freeman 2009; 
Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 2002). 

Farmers' organizations in Bangladesh can be the right partners rather 
than "beneficiaries" for the development process. Considering this fact 
and understanding the needs of the communities and substantial social 
capital, Bangladesh launched a development project 
(GTFS/BGD/041/ITA) entitled "Food Security through Enhanced 
Agricultural Production, Diversified Sources of Income, Value Addition 

and Marketing in Bangladesh (Mymensingh/Sherpur)." The project 
strived to develop self-reliance on the rural communities; strengthen 
capacity; promote agricultural diversification; motivate small-scale agro 
entrepreneurship, and enhance scientific knowledge (Mandal and Robson 
2016-2017). The project also outlined some components like group 
formation, management, sustainability, livelihood diversification, and 
market and financial access. "Italian Contribution to FAO Trust Fund for 
Food Security and Food Safety" provided financial support to run this 
project. The stakeholders included the Department of Agricultural 
Extension, Department of Agricultural Marketing, Bangladesh 
Agricultural Research Council, Zilla Parishad (District Council), 
Upazila Parishad (Sub-district Council), Bangladesh Agricultural 
University (BAU), Cooperative Credit Union League of Bangladesh 
(CCULB), and FAO. A total number of 48 communities comprising 25 
members in each were formed in four Upazilas of Mymensingh and 
Sherpur district: Haluaghat, Dhobaura, Nalitabari, and Jhenaigati. The 
group members were taken from all farmers' categories, emphasizing 
landless, marginal, small, and poor. The VBOs are registered under the 
department of cooperative Government of Bangladesh. Technical and 
financial support component was provided to the selected communities 
for developing agro-based entrepreneurship. The Upazila Cooperative 
department registered VBOs under certain conditions.  Each VGO 
maintained a bank account to deposit money and for financial 
transactions.

The project is expected to increase the beneficiary's household 
income by 25%, diverse income sources, expand trade linkages between 
the community and the outside markets, and improve financial access on 
a sustainable basis. The community members established the Community 
Revolving Fund (CRF) for Alternative Income Generating Activities and 
suitable rural enterprises. Farmer Field Schools (FFS) were established to 
heighten the farmers' technical knowledge (Figure 1). After ending the 
project period, the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) 
continues these activities. Formation of Village Based Organizations 
(VBOs) and utilization of the communities' dynamics, facilitating 
self-sustaining financial activities, establishing the agro market at crucial 
points, and linking development organizations to the VBOs were 
significant interventions. Now it is a matter to analyze how these 
interventions were materialized and assess achievements and sustainability.

2.  MATERIALS AND METHODS

Out of 4 Upazillas, Haluaghat, Mymensingh was selected for empirical 
data collection (Figure 2). Out of 48 VBOs, Haluaghat Upazila was 
assigned to managing 12 organizations. In this study, 03 organizations 
were examined to collect qualitative and quantitative data (Table 1). The 
focus group discussions (FGDs) and personal interviews with a 
semi-structured questionnaire were used to collect empirical data. A total 
of 03 FGDs were conducted on three VBOs incorporating five 
respondents in each. Beforehand, a checklist was prepared to keep the 
discussions on track. In each FGD, the documented papers and the 
impression, emotion, and plan of the VBO were noted. The personal 
interview is considered the most accepted and appreciated data collection 
approach in qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008). The interviewee is 
comfortable with semi-structured interviews compared to the structured 
or closed-ended interview (Stuckey, 2013). Workshops, a research 
approach, cater a platform for a researcher in spotting, articulating, and 
scrutinizing poorly-defined or fuzzy challenges in the research domain 
(Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). 

Table 1: The particulars of VBOs used for FGDs

A total of 30 respondents from the three VBOs, as mentioned earlier, 
were personally interviewed, maintaining an equal number (n=10) from 
each group. The questions highlighted the components of the project's 
objectives. The respondents were selected based on a mixture of random 
and purposive sampling. The executive teams were chosen purposively, 
where other respondents randomly.

The content analysis was done considering its uniqueness (Dooley, 
2016) in that it supports both qualitative (Berg 2009) and quantitative 
analysis (Krippendorf 2004; Neuendorf 2002). The content analysis helps 
a researcher to analyze the themes, concepts, and interrelationships.  The 
collected data was coded into various categories and variables.   
De-contextualization, re-contextualization, categorization, and 
compilation were followed in this analysis (Bengtsson 2016). 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1. Demographic profiles

3.1.1 Age class

The study shows that the middle-aged class dominates the VBOs, 
followed by the young type (Figure 3).  It can be argued that VBOs 
discouraged the older persons from taking the lead role and contrastingly 
motivated new leadership from the capable classes on the assumption that 
middle-aged people can take quick and courageous decisions in 
developing new enterprises.  Therefore, it can be assumed that the 
appropriate group of the population received CRF loan for maximizing 
the benefits for improving their livelihoods.

3.1.2 Literacy

The respondents' education score was measured in terms of the actual 
grade of formal education or its equivalence. Thus, a score of one was 

given based on the formal education attended by a respondent. The adult 
illiteracy rate is higher than the national average, which reckons 25.3% 
(World Data Atlas 2020). It is understood that, apart from the literates, 
many illiterate persons were engaged in income generation activities with 
the support of educated persons. Moreover, the proportion of 
beneficiaries (38%) having secondary level education indicates a 
balanced mixture for community development.

3.1.3 Household size

The household size of the respondents ranged from 2 to 11, with a mean 
of 5.05. The household distribution among the respondents seems a true 
reflection of the Bangladesh scenario (Figure 5).  Nationally the average 
household size in 2020 is 4.5 (ArcGIS, 2020).
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livelihoods (FAO 2016). The agricultural sector contributes to 14.23% of 
the Gross Domestic of the country (BBS 2019). The country has made 
tremendous progress over recent decades in achieving food security. The 
Agriculture Orientation Index (+0.5) is decent compared to that of other 
neighbors like Nepal, Sri-Lanka, and India (FPMU 2019). Despite that, 
food production cannot maintain its consistency because of natural 
calamities, farmer’s insolvency, distorted market chain, land 
fragmentation, lack of innovative technologies, weak transportation 
system, and lack of storage facilities and agricultural inputs (Rahman 
2020a).  Faster inclusive rural growth and new job creation, notably more 
robust rural non-farm enterprise development and agricultural 
diversification, have become indispensable.  A shift in mono rice culture 
to higher-value crop production can reduce malnutrition, boost growth, 
and create an array of non-farm jobs for women and youth. Similarly, 
livestock and fisheries can offer enormous potential for achieving food 
security and decent employment generation. 

Thus, the development of village-based organizations in rural areas 
is vitally important for developing agriculture and improving farming 
communities' livelihoods. In achieving success in farming development, 
the farmers' unity and cooperative framework in materializing is pivotal. 
The population of the country has been increasing, and in contrast, the 
land resource is decreasing. The adverse effect of climate change has 
become a threat to agricultural development, which calls for much 
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development of new professionals (Lunceford 2014). Ren et al. (2017) 
found that the cooperative system is a bottom-up institutional innovation 
towards sustainable land use in China. On the other hand, such 
organizations establish "village democracy" and strengthen tenure rights 
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lower levels of education, and interventions are more beneficial in 
communities with insufficient social capital (Sato et al. 2020). The 
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is vitally important for developing agriculture and improving farming 
communities' livelihoods. In achieving success in farming development, 
the farmers' unity and cooperative framework in materializing is pivotal. 
The population of the country has been increasing, and in contrast, the 
land resource is decreasing. The adverse effect of climate change has 
become a threat to agricultural development, which calls for much 
awareness and collective action by the community members. Realizing 
the importance of rural farmers' unity in achieving agricultural 
sustainability, Bangladesh initiated a Village Based Organization (VBO) 
in the Mymensingh and Sherpur district in 2011 with the financial and 
technical support of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO). The initiative's overall goal was to ensure food security 

by enhancing agricultural production, diversifying income sources, 
adding value, and improving the market chain.

The village-based organization helps in the socialization and 
development of new professionals (Lunceford 2014). Ren et al. (2017) 
found that the cooperative system is a bottom-up institutional innovation 
towards sustainable land use in China. On the other hand, such 
organizations establish "village democracy" and strengthen tenure rights 
(Ren et al., 2018). Educational events more effective among people with 
lower levels of education, and interventions are more beneficial in 
communities with insufficient social capital (Sato et al. 2020). The 
association of social capital and cohesion positively impacts physical and 
emotional health (Habib et al. 2020). VBOs interact between a group’s 
resources and the interconnections that every individual has to this group, 
which allow the member to benefit from these resources (Caprino 2007).

VBO works as a tool for alternative dispute resolution minimizing 
the local conflicts in Indonesia (Teniwut et al., 2017).  It was revealed that 
VBO helped the farmers heightening their inspiration towards 
development activities but could not bring any remarkable change in 
Pakistan (Muhammad et al. 2009). VBO brought some negative changes 
to Western Sub-Saharan Africa (Navarra and Vallino 2015).  Barnes and 
Van Laerhoven (2013) revealed that the external agent, notably the 
donor's involvement in VBO, affected the local community's livelihoods 
in Maharashtra, India. Lamsal et al. (2015) reported that this approach 
built up a positive mindset among Nepal's communities. Therefore, a 
mixed outcome is reported from different parts of the world. The 
effectiveness of the newly introduced VFO in Bangladesh was rarely 
assessed. Hence, the study aimed to understand the current Status of 
Village Based Organization and evaluate their effectiveness.

The grass root people of Bangladesh have a long history of working 
under a cooperative society (Chowdhury 1989). In Bangladesh, the 
concept of participatory governance in managing natural resources is 
popularly known as co-management that emerged after 1995 to empower 
the local community to manage fisheries and forest resources in the 
critically degraded habitats (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Thompson 2013). 
But this approach was limited to the community residing at the proximity 
of the natural habitats or in the ecologically critical areas. VPO was the 
first step in expanding participatory governance at the farmers' level. The 
co-management outcome in wetlands and forests was mixed and did not 

curb the ongoing degradation (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; 
Rahman 2018). FAO (2014) embraced the VBO as a successful project. 
Hence, a cross-check is warranted to understand whether VBO followed 
the consequence of the natural habitat’s co-management or not. The study 
will help policymakers understand the pitfalls and bottlenecks and 
implement policy interventions for its continuity and sustainability.

1.1. Conceptual framework

Long years back, the community-based organization was an important 
facet of Indian service in society. Community Development had a long 
history in India, even before launching the Community Development 
Programme (CDP) in 1952 (Gangrade 1971; Waghmare and Patel 1974). 
Before the independence of India, such cooperative societies contributed 
to voluntary movements and social and economic development. It 
underscored the formation of some historical organizations and activities 
in the Indian subcontinent like Arya Samaj (1875), Rama Krishna 
Mission (1897), Theosophical Movement (1893), and Sarvodaya 
Movement (1920).

Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development (BARD) incepted a 
Community-based rural development initiative, widely known as the 
"Comilla approach." It formed rural society at the outset and then 
integrated some basic development programs (Chowdhury 1989).  It 
followed two-tier agricultural cooperative systems: Krishak Samabay 
Samiti (Village level cooperative society) and a Thana Central 
Cooperative Association. These cooperative associations were voluntary 
economic organizations of farmers (Quddus 1993). In Bangladesh, 
predominantly, financial limitation is a significant issue for rural 
development. The industrial revolution of the early twentieth century, 
accompanied by rapid urbanization, expanded the gap between the urban 
and rural parts of Bangladesh to an alarming level (Freeman 2009; 
Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 2002). 

Farmers' organizations in Bangladesh can be the right partners rather 
than "beneficiaries" for the development process. Considering this fact 
and understanding the needs of the communities and substantial social 
capital, Bangladesh launched a development project 
(GTFS/BGD/041/ITA) entitled "Food Security through Enhanced 
Agricultural Production, Diversified Sources of Income, Value Addition 

and Marketing in Bangladesh (Mymensingh/Sherpur)." The project 
strived to develop self-reliance on the rural communities; strengthen 
capacity; promote agricultural diversification; motivate small-scale agro 
entrepreneurship, and enhance scientific knowledge (Mandal and Robson 
2016-2017). The project also outlined some components like group 
formation, management, sustainability, livelihood diversification, and 
market and financial access. "Italian Contribution to FAO Trust Fund for 
Food Security and Food Safety" provided financial support to run this 
project. The stakeholders included the Department of Agricultural 
Extension, Department of Agricultural Marketing, Bangladesh 
Agricultural Research Council, Zilla Parishad (District Council), 
Upazila Parishad (Sub-district Council), Bangladesh Agricultural 
University (BAU), Cooperative Credit Union League of Bangladesh 
(CCULB), and FAO. A total number of 48 communities comprising 25 
members in each were formed in four Upazilas of Mymensingh and 
Sherpur district: Haluaghat, Dhobaura, Nalitabari, and Jhenaigati. The 
group members were taken from all farmers' categories, emphasizing 
landless, marginal, small, and poor. The VBOs are registered under the 
department of cooperative Government of Bangladesh. Technical and 
financial support component was provided to the selected communities 
for developing agro-based entrepreneurship. The Upazila Cooperative 
department registered VBOs under certain conditions.  Each VGO 
maintained a bank account to deposit money and for financial 
transactions.

The project is expected to increase the beneficiary's household 
income by 25%, diverse income sources, expand trade linkages between 
the community and the outside markets, and improve financial access on 
a sustainable basis. The community members established the Community 
Revolving Fund (CRF) for Alternative Income Generating Activities and 
suitable rural enterprises. Farmer Field Schools (FFS) were established to 
heighten the farmers' technical knowledge (Figure 1). After ending the 
project period, the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) 
continues these activities. Formation of Village Based Organizations 
(VBOs) and utilization of the communities' dynamics, facilitating 
self-sustaining financial activities, establishing the agro market at crucial 
points, and linking development organizations to the VBOs were 
significant interventions. Now it is a matter to analyze how these 
interventions were materialized and assess achievements and sustainability.

2.  MATERIALS AND METHODS

Out of 4 Upazillas, Haluaghat, Mymensingh was selected for empirical 
data collection (Figure 2). Out of 48 VBOs, Haluaghat Upazila was 
assigned to managing 12 organizations. In this study, 03 organizations 
were examined to collect qualitative and quantitative data (Table 1). The 
focus group discussions (FGDs) and personal interviews with a 
semi-structured questionnaire were used to collect empirical data. A total 
of 03 FGDs were conducted on three VBOs incorporating five 
respondents in each. Beforehand, a checklist was prepared to keep the 
discussions on track. In each FGD, the documented papers and the 
impression, emotion, and plan of the VBO were noted. The personal 
interview is considered the most accepted and appreciated data collection 
approach in qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008). The interviewee is 
comfortable with semi-structured interviews compared to the structured 
or closed-ended interview (Stuckey, 2013). Workshops, a research 
approach, cater a platform for a researcher in spotting, articulating, and 
scrutinizing poorly-defined or fuzzy challenges in the research domain 
(Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). 

Table 1: The particulars of VBOs used for FGDs

A total of 30 respondents from the three VBOs, as mentioned earlier, 
were personally interviewed, maintaining an equal number (n=10) from 
each group. The questions highlighted the components of the project's 
objectives. The respondents were selected based on a mixture of random 
and purposive sampling. The executive teams were chosen purposively, 
where other respondents randomly.

The content analysis was done considering its uniqueness (Dooley, 
2016) in that it supports both qualitative (Berg 2009) and quantitative 
analysis (Krippendorf 2004; Neuendorf 2002). The content analysis helps 
a researcher to analyze the themes, concepts, and interrelationships.  The 
collected data was coded into various categories and variables.   
De-contextualization, re-contextualization, categorization, and 
compilation were followed in this analysis (Bengtsson 2016). 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1. Demographic profiles

3.1.1 Age class

The study shows that the middle-aged class dominates the VBOs, 
followed by the young type (Figure 3).  It can be argued that VBOs 
discouraged the older persons from taking the lead role and contrastingly 
motivated new leadership from the capable classes on the assumption that 
middle-aged people can take quick and courageous decisions in 
developing new enterprises.  Therefore, it can be assumed that the 
appropriate group of the population received CRF loan for maximizing 
the benefits for improving their livelihoods.

3.1.2 Literacy

The respondents' education score was measured in terms of the actual 
grade of formal education or its equivalence. Thus, a score of one was 

given based on the formal education attended by a respondent. The adult 
illiteracy rate is higher than the national average, which reckons 25.3% 
(World Data Atlas 2020). It is understood that, apart from the literates, 
many illiterate persons were engaged in income generation activities with 
the support of educated persons. Moreover, the proportion of 
beneficiaries (38%) having secondary level education indicates a 
balanced mixture for community development.

3.1.3 Household size

The household size of the respondents ranged from 2 to 11, with a mean 
of 5.05. The household distribution among the respondents seems a true 
reflection of the Bangladesh scenario (Figure 5).  Nationally the average 
household size in 2020 is 4.5 (ArcGIS, 2020).
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ABSTRACT

The study's overreaching objective was to evaluate the pros and cons of 
the newly adopted Village-Based Organization that was funded by the 
United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Empirical 
data was collected following personal interviews and focus group 
discussions.  The study revealed that VBO contributed to diversifying 
enterprises by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and 
other value-added activities. The respondents expressed their 
complimentary views about their uplifted living standards. The women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased by restoring 
their rights on resources and decision making. Farmers Field School 
motivated the community to introduce new technologies and practices for 
maintaining their livelihoods better. Despite some limitations, the VBO 
helped reduce local disputes and criminal activities like dowry, the 
high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse. The study 
advocates replicating this concept in the whole country as a part of the 
corona pandemic stimulus package. It can curb Monga (seasonal 
famine), tackle incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors, reduces the 
consumption of natural resources, achieves Sustainable Development 
Goals, and finally, uphold the aspiration of a "whole society approach" 
and "no one is left behind." Policy interventions are warranted to rectify 
the identified challenges and integrate the basic principles of 
sustainability, termed a holistic approach.  
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Figure 1: Spider diagram showing the conceptual framework of a VBO 

1. INTRODUCTION

The rural economy, notably agriculture, is the most powerful driver of 
poverty alleviation in Bangladesh since 2000, which accounted for 90% 
of the poverty reduction during 2005-2010 (FAO 2016). Near about 70% 
of the population, together with 77% of the total workforce, lives in rural 
areas. Almost half of workers and two-thirds of the people residing in 
rural areas solely depend on agriculture. On the flip side, about 87% of 
rural households figure on agriculture directly or indirectly for 
livelihoods (FAO 2016). The agricultural sector contributes to 14.23% of 
the Gross Domestic of the country (BBS 2019). The country has made 
tremendous progress over recent decades in achieving food security. The 
Agriculture Orientation Index (+0.5) is decent compared to that of other 
neighbors like Nepal, Sri-Lanka, and India (FPMU 2019). Despite that, 
food production cannot maintain its consistency because of natural 
calamities, farmer’s insolvency, distorted market chain, land 
fragmentation, lack of innovative technologies, weak transportation 
system, and lack of storage facilities and agricultural inputs (Rahman 
2020a).  Faster inclusive rural growth and new job creation, notably more 
robust rural non-farm enterprise development and agricultural 
diversification, have become indispensable.  A shift in mono rice culture 
to higher-value crop production can reduce malnutrition, boost growth, 
and create an array of non-farm jobs for women and youth. Similarly, 
livestock and fisheries can offer enormous potential for achieving food 
security and decent employment generation. 

Thus, the development of village-based organizations in rural areas 
is vitally important for developing agriculture and improving farming 
communities' livelihoods. In achieving success in farming development, 
the farmers' unity and cooperative framework in materializing is pivotal. 
The population of the country has been increasing, and in contrast, the 
land resource is decreasing. The adverse effect of climate change has 
become a threat to agricultural development, which calls for much 
awareness and collective action by the community members. Realizing 
the importance of rural farmers' unity in achieving agricultural 
sustainability, Bangladesh initiated a Village Based Organization (VBO) 
in the Mymensingh and Sherpur district in 2011 with the financial and 
technical support of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO). The initiative's overall goal was to ensure food security 

by enhancing agricultural production, diversifying income sources, 
adding value, and improving the market chain.

The village-based organization helps in the socialization and 
development of new professionals (Lunceford 2014). Ren et al. (2017) 
found that the cooperative system is a bottom-up institutional innovation 
towards sustainable land use in China. On the other hand, such 
organizations establish "village democracy" and strengthen tenure rights 
(Ren et al., 2018). Educational events more effective among people with 
lower levels of education, and interventions are more beneficial in 
communities with insufficient social capital (Sato et al. 2020). The 
association of social capital and cohesion positively impacts physical and 
emotional health (Habib et al. 2020). VBOs interact between a group’s 
resources and the interconnections that every individual has to this group, 
which allow the member to benefit from these resources (Caprino 2007).

VBO works as a tool for alternative dispute resolution minimizing 
the local conflicts in Indonesia (Teniwut et al., 2017).  It was revealed that 
VBO helped the farmers heightening their inspiration towards 
development activities but could not bring any remarkable change in 
Pakistan (Muhammad et al. 2009). VBO brought some negative changes 
to Western Sub-Saharan Africa (Navarra and Vallino 2015).  Barnes and 
Van Laerhoven (2013) revealed that the external agent, notably the 
donor's involvement in VBO, affected the local community's livelihoods 
in Maharashtra, India. Lamsal et al. (2015) reported that this approach 
built up a positive mindset among Nepal's communities. Therefore, a 
mixed outcome is reported from different parts of the world. The 
effectiveness of the newly introduced VFO in Bangladesh was rarely 
assessed. Hence, the study aimed to understand the current Status of 
Village Based Organization and evaluate their effectiveness.

The grass root people of Bangladesh have a long history of working 
under a cooperative society (Chowdhury 1989). In Bangladesh, the 
concept of participatory governance in managing natural resources is 
popularly known as co-management that emerged after 1995 to empower 
the local community to manage fisheries and forest resources in the 
critically degraded habitats (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Thompson 2013). 
But this approach was limited to the community residing at the proximity 
of the natural habitats or in the ecologically critical areas. VPO was the 
first step in expanding participatory governance at the farmers' level. The 
co-management outcome in wetlands and forests was mixed and did not 

curb the ongoing degradation (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; 
Rahman 2018). FAO (2014) embraced the VBO as a successful project. 
Hence, a cross-check is warranted to understand whether VBO followed 
the consequence of the natural habitat’s co-management or not. The study 
will help policymakers understand the pitfalls and bottlenecks and 
implement policy interventions for its continuity and sustainability.

1.1. Conceptual framework

Long years back, the community-based organization was an important 
facet of Indian service in society. Community Development had a long 
history in India, even before launching the Community Development 
Programme (CDP) in 1952 (Gangrade 1971; Waghmare and Patel 1974). 
Before the independence of India, such cooperative societies contributed 
to voluntary movements and social and economic development. It 
underscored the formation of some historical organizations and activities 
in the Indian subcontinent like Arya Samaj (1875), Rama Krishna 
Mission (1897), Theosophical Movement (1893), and Sarvodaya 
Movement (1920).

Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development (BARD) incepted a 
Community-based rural development initiative, widely known as the 
"Comilla approach." It formed rural society at the outset and then 
integrated some basic development programs (Chowdhury 1989).  It 
followed two-tier agricultural cooperative systems: Krishak Samabay 
Samiti (Village level cooperative society) and a Thana Central 
Cooperative Association. These cooperative associations were voluntary 
economic organizations of farmers (Quddus 1993). In Bangladesh, 
predominantly, financial limitation is a significant issue for rural 
development. The industrial revolution of the early twentieth century, 
accompanied by rapid urbanization, expanded the gap between the urban 
and rural parts of Bangladesh to an alarming level (Freeman 2009; 
Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 2002). 

Farmers' organizations in Bangladesh can be the right partners rather 
than "beneficiaries" for the development process. Considering this fact 
and understanding the needs of the communities and substantial social 
capital, Bangladesh launched a development project 
(GTFS/BGD/041/ITA) entitled "Food Security through Enhanced 
Agricultural Production, Diversified Sources of Income, Value Addition 

and Marketing in Bangladesh (Mymensingh/Sherpur)." The project 
strived to develop self-reliance on the rural communities; strengthen 
capacity; promote agricultural diversification; motivate small-scale agro 
entrepreneurship, and enhance scientific knowledge (Mandal and Robson 
2016-2017). The project also outlined some components like group 
formation, management, sustainability, livelihood diversification, and 
market and financial access. "Italian Contribution to FAO Trust Fund for 
Food Security and Food Safety" provided financial support to run this 
project. The stakeholders included the Department of Agricultural 
Extension, Department of Agricultural Marketing, Bangladesh 
Agricultural Research Council, Zilla Parishad (District Council), 
Upazila Parishad (Sub-district Council), Bangladesh Agricultural 
University (BAU), Cooperative Credit Union League of Bangladesh 
(CCULB), and FAO. A total number of 48 communities comprising 25 
members in each were formed in four Upazilas of Mymensingh and 
Sherpur district: Haluaghat, Dhobaura, Nalitabari, and Jhenaigati. The 
group members were taken from all farmers' categories, emphasizing 
landless, marginal, small, and poor. The VBOs are registered under the 
department of cooperative Government of Bangladesh. Technical and 
financial support component was provided to the selected communities 
for developing agro-based entrepreneurship. The Upazila Cooperative 
department registered VBOs under certain conditions.  Each VGO 
maintained a bank account to deposit money and for financial 
transactions.

The project is expected to increase the beneficiary's household 
income by 25%, diverse income sources, expand trade linkages between 
the community and the outside markets, and improve financial access on 
a sustainable basis. The community members established the Community 
Revolving Fund (CRF) for Alternative Income Generating Activities and 
suitable rural enterprises. Farmer Field Schools (FFS) were established to 
heighten the farmers' technical knowledge (Figure 1). After ending the 
project period, the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) 
continues these activities. Formation of Village Based Organizations 
(VBOs) and utilization of the communities' dynamics, facilitating 
self-sustaining financial activities, establishing the agro market at crucial 
points, and linking development organizations to the VBOs were 
significant interventions. Now it is a matter to analyze how these 
interventions were materialized and assess achievements and sustainability.

2.  MATERIALS AND METHODS

Out of 4 Upazillas, Haluaghat, Mymensingh was selected for empirical 
data collection (Figure 2). Out of 48 VBOs, Haluaghat Upazila was 
assigned to managing 12 organizations. In this study, 03 organizations 
were examined to collect qualitative and quantitative data (Table 1). The 
focus group discussions (FGDs) and personal interviews with a 
semi-structured questionnaire were used to collect empirical data. A total 
of 03 FGDs were conducted on three VBOs incorporating five 
respondents in each. Beforehand, a checklist was prepared to keep the 
discussions on track. In each FGD, the documented papers and the 
impression, emotion, and plan of the VBO were noted. The personal 
interview is considered the most accepted and appreciated data collection 
approach in qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008). The interviewee is 
comfortable with semi-structured interviews compared to the structured 
or closed-ended interview (Stuckey, 2013). Workshops, a research 
approach, cater a platform for a researcher in spotting, articulating, and 
scrutinizing poorly-defined or fuzzy challenges in the research domain 
(Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). 

Table 1: The particulars of VBOs used for FGDs

A total of 30 respondents from the three VBOs, as mentioned earlier, 
were personally interviewed, maintaining an equal number (n=10) from 
each group. The questions highlighted the components of the project's 
objectives. The respondents were selected based on a mixture of random 
and purposive sampling. The executive teams were chosen purposively, 
where other respondents randomly.

The content analysis was done considering its uniqueness (Dooley, 
2016) in that it supports both qualitative (Berg 2009) and quantitative 
analysis (Krippendorf 2004; Neuendorf 2002). The content analysis helps 
a researcher to analyze the themes, concepts, and interrelationships.  The 
collected data was coded into various categories and variables.   
De-contextualization, re-contextualization, categorization, and 
compilation were followed in this analysis (Bengtsson 2016). 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1. Demographic profiles

3.1.1 Age class

The study shows that the middle-aged class dominates the VBOs, 
followed by the young type (Figure 3).  It can be argued that VBOs 
discouraged the older persons from taking the lead role and contrastingly 
motivated new leadership from the capable classes on the assumption that 
middle-aged people can take quick and courageous decisions in 
developing new enterprises.  Therefore, it can be assumed that the 
appropriate group of the population received CRF loan for maximizing 
the benefits for improving their livelihoods.

3.1.2 Literacy

The respondents' education score was measured in terms of the actual 
grade of formal education or its equivalence. Thus, a score of one was 

given based on the formal education attended by a respondent. The adult 
illiteracy rate is higher than the national average, which reckons 25.3% 
(World Data Atlas 2020). It is understood that, apart from the literates, 
many illiterate persons were engaged in income generation activities with 
the support of educated persons. Moreover, the proportion of 
beneficiaries (38%) having secondary level education indicates a 
balanced mixture for community development.

3.1.3 Household size

The household size of the respondents ranged from 2 to 11, with a mean 
of 5.05. The household distribution among the respondents seems a true 
reflection of the Bangladesh scenario (Figure 5).  Nationally the average 
household size in 2020 is 4.5 (ArcGIS, 2020).
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discussions.  The study revealed that VBO contributed to diversifying 
enterprises by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and 
other value-added activities. The respondents expressed their 
complimentary views about their uplifted living standards. The women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased by restoring 
their rights on resources and decision making. Farmers Field School 
motivated the community to introduce new technologies and practices for 
maintaining their livelihoods better. Despite some limitations, the VBO 
helped reduce local disputes and criminal activities like dowry, the 
high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse. The study 
advocates replicating this concept in the whole country as a part of the 
corona pandemic stimulus package. It can curb Monga (seasonal 
famine), tackle incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors, reduces the 
consumption of natural resources, achieves Sustainable Development 
Goals, and finally, uphold the aspiration of a "whole society approach" 
and "no one is left behind." Policy interventions are warranted to rectify 
the identified challenges and integrate the basic principles of 
sustainability, termed a holistic approach.  
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rural economy, notably agriculture, is the most powerful driver of 
poverty alleviation in Bangladesh since 2000, which accounted for 90% 
of the poverty reduction during 2005-2010 (FAO 2016). Near about 70% 
of the population, together with 77% of the total workforce, lives in rural 
areas. Almost half of workers and two-thirds of the people residing in 
rural areas solely depend on agriculture. On the flip side, about 87% of 
rural households figure on agriculture directly or indirectly for 
livelihoods (FAO 2016). The agricultural sector contributes to 14.23% of 
the Gross Domestic of the country (BBS 2019). The country has made 
tremendous progress over recent decades in achieving food security. The 
Agriculture Orientation Index (+0.5) is decent compared to that of other 
neighbors like Nepal, Sri-Lanka, and India (FPMU 2019). Despite that, 
food production cannot maintain its consistency because of natural 
calamities, farmer’s insolvency, distorted market chain, land 
fragmentation, lack of innovative technologies, weak transportation 
system, and lack of storage facilities and agricultural inputs (Rahman 
2020a).  Faster inclusive rural growth and new job creation, notably more 
robust rural non-farm enterprise development and agricultural 
diversification, have become indispensable.  A shift in mono rice culture 
to higher-value crop production can reduce malnutrition, boost growth, 
and create an array of non-farm jobs for women and youth. Similarly, 
livestock and fisheries can offer enormous potential for achieving food 
security and decent employment generation. 

Thus, the development of village-based organizations in rural areas 
is vitally important for developing agriculture and improving farming 
communities' livelihoods. In achieving success in farming development, 
the farmers' unity and cooperative framework in materializing is pivotal. 
The population of the country has been increasing, and in contrast, the 
land resource is decreasing. The adverse effect of climate change has 
become a threat to agricultural development, which calls for much 
awareness and collective action by the community members. Realizing 
the importance of rural farmers' unity in achieving agricultural 
sustainability, Bangladesh initiated a Village Based Organization (VBO) 
in the Mymensingh and Sherpur district in 2011 with the financial and 
technical support of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO). The initiative's overall goal was to ensure food security 

by enhancing agricultural production, diversifying income sources, 
adding value, and improving the market chain.

The village-based organization helps in the socialization and 
development of new professionals (Lunceford 2014). Ren et al. (2017) 
found that the cooperative system is a bottom-up institutional innovation 
towards sustainable land use in China. On the other hand, such 
organizations establish "village democracy" and strengthen tenure rights 
(Ren et al., 2018). Educational events more effective among people with 
lower levels of education, and interventions are more beneficial in 
communities with insufficient social capital (Sato et al. 2020). The 
association of social capital and cohesion positively impacts physical and 
emotional health (Habib et al. 2020). VBOs interact between a group’s 
resources and the interconnections that every individual has to this group, 
which allow the member to benefit from these resources (Caprino 2007).

VBO works as a tool for alternative dispute resolution minimizing 
the local conflicts in Indonesia (Teniwut et al., 2017).  It was revealed that 
VBO helped the farmers heightening their inspiration towards 
development activities but could not bring any remarkable change in 
Pakistan (Muhammad et al. 2009). VBO brought some negative changes 
to Western Sub-Saharan Africa (Navarra and Vallino 2015).  Barnes and 
Van Laerhoven (2013) revealed that the external agent, notably the 
donor's involvement in VBO, affected the local community's livelihoods 
in Maharashtra, India. Lamsal et al. (2015) reported that this approach 
built up a positive mindset among Nepal's communities. Therefore, a 
mixed outcome is reported from different parts of the world. The 
effectiveness of the newly introduced VFO in Bangladesh was rarely 
assessed. Hence, the study aimed to understand the current Status of 
Village Based Organization and evaluate their effectiveness.

The grass root people of Bangladesh have a long history of working 
under a cooperative society (Chowdhury 1989). In Bangladesh, the 
concept of participatory governance in managing natural resources is 
popularly known as co-management that emerged after 1995 to empower 
the local community to manage fisheries and forest resources in the 
critically degraded habitats (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Thompson 2013). 
But this approach was limited to the community residing at the proximity 
of the natural habitats or in the ecologically critical areas. VPO was the 
first step in expanding participatory governance at the farmers' level. The 
co-management outcome in wetlands and forests was mixed and did not 

curb the ongoing degradation (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; 
Rahman 2018). FAO (2014) embraced the VBO as a successful project. 
Hence, a cross-check is warranted to understand whether VBO followed 
the consequence of the natural habitat’s co-management or not. The study 
will help policymakers understand the pitfalls and bottlenecks and 
implement policy interventions for its continuity and sustainability.

1.1. Conceptual framework

Long years back, the community-based organization was an important 
facet of Indian service in society. Community Development had a long 
history in India, even before launching the Community Development 
Programme (CDP) in 1952 (Gangrade 1971; Waghmare and Patel 1974). 
Before the independence of India, such cooperative societies contributed 
to voluntary movements and social and economic development. It 
underscored the formation of some historical organizations and activities 
in the Indian subcontinent like Arya Samaj (1875), Rama Krishna 
Mission (1897), Theosophical Movement (1893), and Sarvodaya 
Movement (1920).

Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development (BARD) incepted a 
Community-based rural development initiative, widely known as the 
"Comilla approach." It formed rural society at the outset and then 
integrated some basic development programs (Chowdhury 1989).  It 
followed two-tier agricultural cooperative systems: Krishak Samabay 
Samiti (Village level cooperative society) and a Thana Central 
Cooperative Association. These cooperative associations were voluntary 
economic organizations of farmers (Quddus 1993). In Bangladesh, 
predominantly, financial limitation is a significant issue for rural 
development. The industrial revolution of the early twentieth century, 
accompanied by rapid urbanization, expanded the gap between the urban 
and rural parts of Bangladesh to an alarming level (Freeman 2009; 
Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 2002). 

Farmers' organizations in Bangladesh can be the right partners rather 
than "beneficiaries" for the development process. Considering this fact 
and understanding the needs of the communities and substantial social 
capital, Bangladesh launched a development project 
(GTFS/BGD/041/ITA) entitled "Food Security through Enhanced 
Agricultural Production, Diversified Sources of Income, Value Addition 

and Marketing in Bangladesh (Mymensingh/Sherpur)." The project 
strived to develop self-reliance on the rural communities; strengthen 
capacity; promote agricultural diversification; motivate small-scale agro 
entrepreneurship, and enhance scientific knowledge (Mandal and Robson 
2016-2017). The project also outlined some components like group 
formation, management, sustainability, livelihood diversification, and 
market and financial access. "Italian Contribution to FAO Trust Fund for 
Food Security and Food Safety" provided financial support to run this 
project. The stakeholders included the Department of Agricultural 
Extension, Department of Agricultural Marketing, Bangladesh 
Agricultural Research Council, Zilla Parishad (District Council), 
Upazila Parishad (Sub-district Council), Bangladesh Agricultural 
University (BAU), Cooperative Credit Union League of Bangladesh 
(CCULB), and FAO. A total number of 48 communities comprising 25 
members in each were formed in four Upazilas of Mymensingh and 
Sherpur district: Haluaghat, Dhobaura, Nalitabari, and Jhenaigati. The 
group members were taken from all farmers' categories, emphasizing 
landless, marginal, small, and poor. The VBOs are registered under the 
department of cooperative Government of Bangladesh. Technical and 
financial support component was provided to the selected communities 
for developing agro-based entrepreneurship. The Upazila Cooperative 
department registered VBOs under certain conditions.  Each VGO 
maintained a bank account to deposit money and for financial 
transactions.

The project is expected to increase the beneficiary's household 
income by 25%, diverse income sources, expand trade linkages between 
the community and the outside markets, and improve financial access on 
a sustainable basis. The community members established the Community 
Revolving Fund (CRF) for Alternative Income Generating Activities and 
suitable rural enterprises. Farmer Field Schools (FFS) were established to 
heighten the farmers' technical knowledge (Figure 1). After ending the 
project period, the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) 
continues these activities. Formation of Village Based Organizations 
(VBOs) and utilization of the communities' dynamics, facilitating 
self-sustaining financial activities, establishing the agro market at crucial 
points, and linking development organizations to the VBOs were 
significant interventions. Now it is a matter to analyze how these 
interventions were materialized and assess achievements and sustainability.

2.  MATERIALS AND METHODS

Out of 4 Upazillas, Haluaghat, Mymensingh was selected for empirical 
data collection (Figure 2). Out of 48 VBOs, Haluaghat Upazila was 
assigned to managing 12 organizations. In this study, 03 organizations 
were examined to collect qualitative and quantitative data (Table 1). The 
focus group discussions (FGDs) and personal interviews with a 
semi-structured questionnaire were used to collect empirical data. A total 
of 03 FGDs were conducted on three VBOs incorporating five 
respondents in each. Beforehand, a checklist was prepared to keep the 
discussions on track. In each FGD, the documented papers and the 
impression, emotion, and plan of the VBO were noted. The personal 
interview is considered the most accepted and appreciated data collection 
approach in qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008). The interviewee is 
comfortable with semi-structured interviews compared to the structured 
or closed-ended interview (Stuckey, 2013). Workshops, a research 
approach, cater a platform for a researcher in spotting, articulating, and 
scrutinizing poorly-defined or fuzzy challenges in the research domain 
(Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). 

Table 1: The particulars of VBOs used for FGDs

A total of 30 respondents from the three VBOs, as mentioned earlier, 
were personally interviewed, maintaining an equal number (n=10) from 
each group. The questions highlighted the components of the project's 
objectives. The respondents were selected based on a mixture of random 
and purposive sampling. The executive teams were chosen purposively, 
where other respondents randomly.

The content analysis was done considering its uniqueness (Dooley, 
2016) in that it supports both qualitative (Berg 2009) and quantitative 
analysis (Krippendorf 2004; Neuendorf 2002). The content analysis helps 
a researcher to analyze the themes, concepts, and interrelationships.  The 
collected data was coded into various categories and variables.   
De-contextualization, re-contextualization, categorization, and 
compilation were followed in this analysis (Bengtsson 2016). 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1. Demographic profiles

3.1.1 Age class

The study shows that the middle-aged class dominates the VBOs, 
followed by the young type (Figure 3).  It can be argued that VBOs 
discouraged the older persons from taking the lead role and contrastingly 
motivated new leadership from the capable classes on the assumption that 
middle-aged people can take quick and courageous decisions in 
developing new enterprises.  Therefore, it can be assumed that the 
appropriate group of the population received CRF loan for maximizing 
the benefits for improving their livelihoods.

3.1.2 Literacy

The respondents' education score was measured in terms of the actual 
grade of formal education or its equivalence. Thus, a score of one was 

given based on the formal education attended by a respondent. The adult 
illiteracy rate is higher than the national average, which reckons 25.3% 
(World Data Atlas 2020). It is understood that, apart from the literates, 
many illiterate persons were engaged in income generation activities with 
the support of educated persons. Moreover, the proportion of 
beneficiaries (38%) having secondary level education indicates a 
balanced mixture for community development.

3.1.3 Household size

The household size of the respondents ranged from 2 to 11, with a mean 
of 5.05. The household distribution among the respondents seems a true 
reflection of the Bangladesh scenario (Figure 5).  Nationally the average 
household size in 2020 is 4.5 (ArcGIS, 2020).
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ABSTRACT

The study's overreaching objective was to evaluate the pros and cons of 
the newly adopted Village-Based Organization that was funded by the 
United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Empirical 
data was collected following personal interviews and focus group 
discussions.  The study revealed that VBO contributed to diversifying 
enterprises by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and 
other value-added activities. The respondents expressed their 
complimentary views about their uplifted living standards. The women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased by restoring 
their rights on resources and decision making. Farmers Field School 
motivated the community to introduce new technologies and practices for 
maintaining their livelihoods better. Despite some limitations, the VBO 
helped reduce local disputes and criminal activities like dowry, the 
high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse. The study 
advocates replicating this concept in the whole country as a part of the 
corona pandemic stimulus package. It can curb Monga (seasonal 
famine), tackle incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors, reduces the 
consumption of natural resources, achieves Sustainable Development 
Goals, and finally, uphold the aspiration of a "whole society approach" 
and "no one is left behind." Policy interventions are warranted to rectify 
the identified challenges and integrate the basic principles of 
sustainability, termed a holistic approach.  
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Figure 1: Spider diagram showing the conceptual framework of a VBO 

1. INTRODUCTION

The rural economy, notably agriculture, is the most powerful driver of 
poverty alleviation in Bangladesh since 2000, which accounted for 90% 
of the poverty reduction during 2005-2010 (FAO 2016). Near about 70% 
of the population, together with 77% of the total workforce, lives in rural 
areas. Almost half of workers and two-thirds of the people residing in 
rural areas solely depend on agriculture. On the flip side, about 87% of 
rural households figure on agriculture directly or indirectly for 
livelihoods (FAO 2016). The agricultural sector contributes to 14.23% of 
the Gross Domestic of the country (BBS 2019). The country has made 
tremendous progress over recent decades in achieving food security. The 
Agriculture Orientation Index (+0.5) is decent compared to that of other 
neighbors like Nepal, Sri-Lanka, and India (FPMU 2019). Despite that, 
food production cannot maintain its consistency because of natural 
calamities, farmer’s insolvency, distorted market chain, land 
fragmentation, lack of innovative technologies, weak transportation 
system, and lack of storage facilities and agricultural inputs (Rahman 
2020a).  Faster inclusive rural growth and new job creation, notably more 
robust rural non-farm enterprise development and agricultural 
diversification, have become indispensable.  A shift in mono rice culture 
to higher-value crop production can reduce malnutrition, boost growth, 
and create an array of non-farm jobs for women and youth. Similarly, 
livestock and fisheries can offer enormous potential for achieving food 
security and decent employment generation. 

Thus, the development of village-based organizations in rural areas 
is vitally important for developing agriculture and improving farming 
communities' livelihoods. In achieving success in farming development, 
the farmers' unity and cooperative framework in materializing is pivotal. 
The population of the country has been increasing, and in contrast, the 
land resource is decreasing. The adverse effect of climate change has 
become a threat to agricultural development, which calls for much 
awareness and collective action by the community members. Realizing 
the importance of rural farmers' unity in achieving agricultural 
sustainability, Bangladesh initiated a Village Based Organization (VBO) 
in the Mymensingh and Sherpur district in 2011 with the financial and 
technical support of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO). The initiative's overall goal was to ensure food security 

by enhancing agricultural production, diversifying income sources, 
adding value, and improving the market chain.

The village-based organization helps in the socialization and 
development of new professionals (Lunceford 2014). Ren et al. (2017) 
found that the cooperative system is a bottom-up institutional innovation 
towards sustainable land use in China. On the other hand, such 
organizations establish "village democracy" and strengthen tenure rights 
(Ren et al., 2018). Educational events more effective among people with 
lower levels of education, and interventions are more beneficial in 
communities with insufficient social capital (Sato et al. 2020). The 
association of social capital and cohesion positively impacts physical and 
emotional health (Habib et al. 2020). VBOs interact between a group’s 
resources and the interconnections that every individual has to this group, 
which allow the member to benefit from these resources (Caprino 2007).

VBO works as a tool for alternative dispute resolution minimizing 
the local conflicts in Indonesia (Teniwut et al., 2017).  It was revealed that 
VBO helped the farmers heightening their inspiration towards 
development activities but could not bring any remarkable change in 
Pakistan (Muhammad et al. 2009). VBO brought some negative changes 
to Western Sub-Saharan Africa (Navarra and Vallino 2015).  Barnes and 
Van Laerhoven (2013) revealed that the external agent, notably the 
donor's involvement in VBO, affected the local community's livelihoods 
in Maharashtra, India. Lamsal et al. (2015) reported that this approach 
built up a positive mindset among Nepal's communities. Therefore, a 
mixed outcome is reported from different parts of the world. The 
effectiveness of the newly introduced VFO in Bangladesh was rarely 
assessed. Hence, the study aimed to understand the current Status of 
Village Based Organization and evaluate their effectiveness.

The grass root people of Bangladesh have a long history of working 
under a cooperative society (Chowdhury 1989). In Bangladesh, the 
concept of participatory governance in managing natural resources is 
popularly known as co-management that emerged after 1995 to empower 
the local community to manage fisheries and forest resources in the 
critically degraded habitats (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Thompson 2013). 
But this approach was limited to the community residing at the proximity 
of the natural habitats or in the ecologically critical areas. VPO was the 
first step in expanding participatory governance at the farmers' level. The 
co-management outcome in wetlands and forests was mixed and did not 

curb the ongoing degradation (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; 
Rahman 2018). FAO (2014) embraced the VBO as a successful project. 
Hence, a cross-check is warranted to understand whether VBO followed 
the consequence of the natural habitat’s co-management or not. The study 
will help policymakers understand the pitfalls and bottlenecks and 
implement policy interventions for its continuity and sustainability.

1.1. Conceptual framework

Long years back, the community-based organization was an important 
facet of Indian service in society. Community Development had a long 
history in India, even before launching the Community Development 
Programme (CDP) in 1952 (Gangrade 1971; Waghmare and Patel 1974). 
Before the independence of India, such cooperative societies contributed 
to voluntary movements and social and economic development. It 
underscored the formation of some historical organizations and activities 
in the Indian subcontinent like Arya Samaj (1875), Rama Krishna 
Mission (1897), Theosophical Movement (1893), and Sarvodaya 
Movement (1920).

Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development (BARD) incepted a 
Community-based rural development initiative, widely known as the 
"Comilla approach." It formed rural society at the outset and then 
integrated some basic development programs (Chowdhury 1989).  It 
followed two-tier agricultural cooperative systems: Krishak Samabay 
Samiti (Village level cooperative society) and a Thana Central 
Cooperative Association. These cooperative associations were voluntary 
economic organizations of farmers (Quddus 1993). In Bangladesh, 
predominantly, financial limitation is a significant issue for rural 
development. The industrial revolution of the early twentieth century, 
accompanied by rapid urbanization, expanded the gap between the urban 
and rural parts of Bangladesh to an alarming level (Freeman 2009; 
Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 2002). 

Farmers' organizations in Bangladesh can be the right partners rather 
than "beneficiaries" for the development process. Considering this fact 
and understanding the needs of the communities and substantial social 
capital, Bangladesh launched a development project 
(GTFS/BGD/041/ITA) entitled "Food Security through Enhanced 
Agricultural Production, Diversified Sources of Income, Value Addition 

and Marketing in Bangladesh (Mymensingh/Sherpur)." The project 
strived to develop self-reliance on the rural communities; strengthen 
capacity; promote agricultural diversification; motivate small-scale agro 
entrepreneurship, and enhance scientific knowledge (Mandal and Robson 
2016-2017). The project also outlined some components like group 
formation, management, sustainability, livelihood diversification, and 
market and financial access. "Italian Contribution to FAO Trust Fund for 
Food Security and Food Safety" provided financial support to run this 
project. The stakeholders included the Department of Agricultural 
Extension, Department of Agricultural Marketing, Bangladesh 
Agricultural Research Council, Zilla Parishad (District Council), 
Upazila Parishad (Sub-district Council), Bangladesh Agricultural 
University (BAU), Cooperative Credit Union League of Bangladesh 
(CCULB), and FAO. A total number of 48 communities comprising 25 
members in each were formed in four Upazilas of Mymensingh and 
Sherpur district: Haluaghat, Dhobaura, Nalitabari, and Jhenaigati. The 
group members were taken from all farmers' categories, emphasizing 
landless, marginal, small, and poor. The VBOs are registered under the 
department of cooperative Government of Bangladesh. Technical and 
financial support component was provided to the selected communities 
for developing agro-based entrepreneurship. The Upazila Cooperative 
department registered VBOs under certain conditions.  Each VGO 
maintained a bank account to deposit money and for financial 
transactions.

The project is expected to increase the beneficiary's household 
income by 25%, diverse income sources, expand trade linkages between 
the community and the outside markets, and improve financial access on 
a sustainable basis. The community members established the Community 
Revolving Fund (CRF) for Alternative Income Generating Activities and 
suitable rural enterprises. Farmer Field Schools (FFS) were established to 
heighten the farmers' technical knowledge (Figure 1). After ending the 
project period, the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) 
continues these activities. Formation of Village Based Organizations 
(VBOs) and utilization of the communities' dynamics, facilitating 
self-sustaining financial activities, establishing the agro market at crucial 
points, and linking development organizations to the VBOs were 
significant interventions. Now it is a matter to analyze how these 
interventions were materialized and assess achievements and sustainability.

2.  MATERIALS AND METHODS

Out of 4 Upazillas, Haluaghat, Mymensingh was selected for empirical 
data collection (Figure 2). Out of 48 VBOs, Haluaghat Upazila was 
assigned to managing 12 organizations. In this study, 03 organizations 
were examined to collect qualitative and quantitative data (Table 1). The 
focus group discussions (FGDs) and personal interviews with a 
semi-structured questionnaire were used to collect empirical data. A total 
of 03 FGDs were conducted on three VBOs incorporating five 
respondents in each. Beforehand, a checklist was prepared to keep the 
discussions on track. In each FGD, the documented papers and the 
impression, emotion, and plan of the VBO were noted. The personal 
interview is considered the most accepted and appreciated data collection 
approach in qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008). The interviewee is 
comfortable with semi-structured interviews compared to the structured 
or closed-ended interview (Stuckey, 2013). Workshops, a research 
approach, cater a platform for a researcher in spotting, articulating, and 
scrutinizing poorly-defined or fuzzy challenges in the research domain 
(Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). 

Figure 1: Spider diagram showing the conceptual framework of a VBO 

Table 1: The particulars of VBOs used for FGDs

A total of 30 respondents from the three VBOs, as mentioned earlier, 
were personally interviewed, maintaining an equal number (n=10) from 
each group. The questions highlighted the components of the project's 
objectives. The respondents were selected based on a mixture of random 
and purposive sampling. The executive teams were chosen purposively, 
where other respondents randomly.

The content analysis was done considering its uniqueness (Dooley, 
2016) in that it supports both qualitative (Berg 2009) and quantitative 
analysis (Krippendorf 2004; Neuendorf 2002). The content analysis helps 
a researcher to analyze the themes, concepts, and interrelationships.  The 
collected data was coded into various categories and variables.   
De-contextualization, re-contextualization, categorization, and 
compilation were followed in this analysis (Bengtsson 2016). 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1. Demographic profiles

3.1.1 Age class

The study shows that the middle-aged class dominates the VBOs, 
followed by the young type (Figure 3).  It can be argued that VBOs 
discouraged the older persons from taking the lead role and contrastingly 
motivated new leadership from the capable classes on the assumption that 
middle-aged people can take quick and courageous decisions in 
developing new enterprises.  Therefore, it can be assumed that the 
appropriate group of the population received CRF loan for maximizing 
the benefits for improving their livelihoods.

3.1.2 Literacy

The respondents' education score was measured in terms of the actual 
grade of formal education or its equivalence. Thus, a score of one was 

given based on the formal education attended by a respondent. The adult 
illiteracy rate is higher than the national average, which reckons 25.3% 
(World Data Atlas 2020). It is understood that, apart from the literates, 
many illiterate persons were engaged in income generation activities with 
the support of educated persons. Moreover, the proportion of 
beneficiaries (38%) having secondary level education indicates a 
balanced mixture for community development.

3.1.3 Household size

The household size of the respondents ranged from 2 to 11, with a mean 
of 5.05. The household distribution among the respondents seems a true 
reflection of the Bangladesh scenario (Figure 5).  Nationally the average 
household size in 2020 is 4.5 (ArcGIS, 2020).
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other value-added activities. The respondents expressed their 
complimentary views about their uplifted living standards. The women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased by restoring 
their rights on resources and decision making. Farmers Field School 
motivated the community to introduce new technologies and practices for 
maintaining their livelihoods better. Despite some limitations, the VBO 
helped reduce local disputes and criminal activities like dowry, the 
high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse. The study 
advocates replicating this concept in the whole country as a part of the 
corona pandemic stimulus package. It can curb Monga (seasonal 
famine), tackle incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors, reduces the 
consumption of natural resources, achieves Sustainable Development 
Goals, and finally, uphold the aspiration of a "whole society approach" 
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the identified challenges and integrate the basic principles of 
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rural economy, notably agriculture, is the most powerful driver of 
poverty alleviation in Bangladesh since 2000, which accounted for 90% 
of the poverty reduction during 2005-2010 (FAO 2016). Near about 70% 
of the population, together with 77% of the total workforce, lives in rural 
areas. Almost half of workers and two-thirds of the people residing in 
rural areas solely depend on agriculture. On the flip side, about 87% of 
rural households figure on agriculture directly or indirectly for 
livelihoods (FAO 2016). The agricultural sector contributes to 14.23% of 
the Gross Domestic of the country (BBS 2019). The country has made 
tremendous progress over recent decades in achieving food security. The 
Agriculture Orientation Index (+0.5) is decent compared to that of other 
neighbors like Nepal, Sri-Lanka, and India (FPMU 2019). Despite that, 
food production cannot maintain its consistency because of natural 
calamities, farmer’s insolvency, distorted market chain, land 
fragmentation, lack of innovative technologies, weak transportation 
system, and lack of storage facilities and agricultural inputs (Rahman 
2020a).  Faster inclusive rural growth and new job creation, notably more 
robust rural non-farm enterprise development and agricultural 
diversification, have become indispensable.  A shift in mono rice culture 
to higher-value crop production can reduce malnutrition, boost growth, 
and create an array of non-farm jobs for women and youth. Similarly, 
livestock and fisheries can offer enormous potential for achieving food 
security and decent employment generation. 

Thus, the development of village-based organizations in rural areas 
is vitally important for developing agriculture and improving farming 
communities' livelihoods. In achieving success in farming development, 
the farmers' unity and cooperative framework in materializing is pivotal. 
The population of the country has been increasing, and in contrast, the 
land resource is decreasing. The adverse effect of climate change has 
become a threat to agricultural development, which calls for much 
awareness and collective action by the community members. Realizing 
the importance of rural farmers' unity in achieving agricultural 
sustainability, Bangladesh initiated a Village Based Organization (VBO) 
in the Mymensingh and Sherpur district in 2011 with the financial and 
technical support of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO). The initiative's overall goal was to ensure food security 

by enhancing agricultural production, diversifying income sources, 
adding value, and improving the market chain.

The village-based organization helps in the socialization and 
development of new professionals (Lunceford 2014). Ren et al. (2017) 
found that the cooperative system is a bottom-up institutional innovation 
towards sustainable land use in China. On the other hand, such 
organizations establish "village democracy" and strengthen tenure rights 
(Ren et al., 2018). Educational events more effective among people with 
lower levels of education, and interventions are more beneficial in 
communities with insufficient social capital (Sato et al. 2020). The 
association of social capital and cohesion positively impacts physical and 
emotional health (Habib et al. 2020). VBOs interact between a group’s 
resources and the interconnections that every individual has to this group, 
which allow the member to benefit from these resources (Caprino 2007).

VBO works as a tool for alternative dispute resolution minimizing 
the local conflicts in Indonesia (Teniwut et al., 2017).  It was revealed that 
VBO helped the farmers heightening their inspiration towards 
development activities but could not bring any remarkable change in 
Pakistan (Muhammad et al. 2009). VBO brought some negative changes 
to Western Sub-Saharan Africa (Navarra and Vallino 2015).  Barnes and 
Van Laerhoven (2013) revealed that the external agent, notably the 
donor's involvement in VBO, affected the local community's livelihoods 
in Maharashtra, India. Lamsal et al. (2015) reported that this approach 
built up a positive mindset among Nepal's communities. Therefore, a 
mixed outcome is reported from different parts of the world. The 
effectiveness of the newly introduced VFO in Bangladesh was rarely 
assessed. Hence, the study aimed to understand the current Status of 
Village Based Organization and evaluate their effectiveness.

The grass root people of Bangladesh have a long history of working 
under a cooperative society (Chowdhury 1989). In Bangladesh, the 
concept of participatory governance in managing natural resources is 
popularly known as co-management that emerged after 1995 to empower 
the local community to manage fisheries and forest resources in the 
critically degraded habitats (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Thompson 2013). 
But this approach was limited to the community residing at the proximity 
of the natural habitats or in the ecologically critical areas. VPO was the 
first step in expanding participatory governance at the farmers' level. The 
co-management outcome in wetlands and forests was mixed and did not 

curb the ongoing degradation (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; 
Rahman 2018). FAO (2014) embraced the VBO as a successful project. 
Hence, a cross-check is warranted to understand whether VBO followed 
the consequence of the natural habitat’s co-management or not. The study 
will help policymakers understand the pitfalls and bottlenecks and 
implement policy interventions for its continuity and sustainability.

1.1. Conceptual framework

Long years back, the community-based organization was an important 
facet of Indian service in society. Community Development had a long 
history in India, even before launching the Community Development 
Programme (CDP) in 1952 (Gangrade 1971; Waghmare and Patel 1974). 
Before the independence of India, such cooperative societies contributed 
to voluntary movements and social and economic development. It 
underscored the formation of some historical organizations and activities 
in the Indian subcontinent like Arya Samaj (1875), Rama Krishna 
Mission (1897), Theosophical Movement (1893), and Sarvodaya 
Movement (1920).

Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development (BARD) incepted a 
Community-based rural development initiative, widely known as the 
"Comilla approach." It formed rural society at the outset and then 
integrated some basic development programs (Chowdhury 1989).  It 
followed two-tier agricultural cooperative systems: Krishak Samabay 
Samiti (Village level cooperative society) and a Thana Central 
Cooperative Association. These cooperative associations were voluntary 
economic organizations of farmers (Quddus 1993). In Bangladesh, 
predominantly, financial limitation is a significant issue for rural 
development. The industrial revolution of the early twentieth century, 
accompanied by rapid urbanization, expanded the gap between the urban 
and rural parts of Bangladesh to an alarming level (Freeman 2009; 
Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 2002). 

Farmers' organizations in Bangladesh can be the right partners rather 
than "beneficiaries" for the development process. Considering this fact 
and understanding the needs of the communities and substantial social 
capital, Bangladesh launched a development project 
(GTFS/BGD/041/ITA) entitled "Food Security through Enhanced 
Agricultural Production, Diversified Sources of Income, Value Addition 

and Marketing in Bangladesh (Mymensingh/Sherpur)." The project 
strived to develop self-reliance on the rural communities; strengthen 
capacity; promote agricultural diversification; motivate small-scale agro 
entrepreneurship, and enhance scientific knowledge (Mandal and Robson 
2016-2017). The project also outlined some components like group 
formation, management, sustainability, livelihood diversification, and 
market and financial access. "Italian Contribution to FAO Trust Fund for 
Food Security and Food Safety" provided financial support to run this 
project. The stakeholders included the Department of Agricultural 
Extension, Department of Agricultural Marketing, Bangladesh 
Agricultural Research Council, Zilla Parishad (District Council), 
Upazila Parishad (Sub-district Council), Bangladesh Agricultural 
University (BAU), Cooperative Credit Union League of Bangladesh 
(CCULB), and FAO. A total number of 48 communities comprising 25 
members in each were formed in four Upazilas of Mymensingh and 
Sherpur district: Haluaghat, Dhobaura, Nalitabari, and Jhenaigati. The 
group members were taken from all farmers' categories, emphasizing 
landless, marginal, small, and poor. The VBOs are registered under the 
department of cooperative Government of Bangladesh. Technical and 
financial support component was provided to the selected communities 
for developing agro-based entrepreneurship. The Upazila Cooperative 
department registered VBOs under certain conditions.  Each VGO 
maintained a bank account to deposit money and for financial 
transactions.

The project is expected to increase the beneficiary's household 
income by 25%, diverse income sources, expand trade linkages between 
the community and the outside markets, and improve financial access on 
a sustainable basis. The community members established the Community 
Revolving Fund (CRF) for Alternative Income Generating Activities and 
suitable rural enterprises. Farmer Field Schools (FFS) were established to 
heighten the farmers' technical knowledge (Figure 1). After ending the 
project period, the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) 
continues these activities. Formation of Village Based Organizations 
(VBOs) and utilization of the communities' dynamics, facilitating 
self-sustaining financial activities, establishing the agro market at crucial 
points, and linking development organizations to the VBOs were 
significant interventions. Now it is a matter to analyze how these 
interventions were materialized and assess achievements and sustainability.

2.  MATERIALS AND METHODS

Out of 4 Upazillas, Haluaghat, Mymensingh was selected for empirical 
data collection (Figure 2). Out of 48 VBOs, Haluaghat Upazila was 
assigned to managing 12 organizations. In this study, 03 organizations 
were examined to collect qualitative and quantitative data (Table 1). The 
focus group discussions (FGDs) and personal interviews with a 
semi-structured questionnaire were used to collect empirical data. A total 
of 03 FGDs were conducted on three VBOs incorporating five 
respondents in each. Beforehand, a checklist was prepared to keep the 
discussions on track. In each FGD, the documented papers and the 
impression, emotion, and plan of the VBO were noted. The personal 
interview is considered the most accepted and appreciated data collection 
approach in qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008). The interviewee is 
comfortable with semi-structured interviews compared to the structured 
or closed-ended interview (Stuckey, 2013). Workshops, a research 
approach, cater a platform for a researcher in spotting, articulating, and 
scrutinizing poorly-defined or fuzzy challenges in the research domain 
(Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). 

Table 1: The particulars of VBOs used for FGDs

A total of 30 respondents from the three VBOs, as mentioned earlier, 
were personally interviewed, maintaining an equal number (n=10) from 
each group. The questions highlighted the components of the project's 
objectives. The respondents were selected based on a mixture of random 
and purposive sampling. The executive teams were chosen purposively, 
where other respondents randomly.

VBO’s nameSL
1

2

3

North Monikura Samabai Samiti VBO 
Ltd.
Shondhakura VBO Samabai Samiti Ltd.

Kumargati VBO Somobai Samiti Ltd.

Figure 2: Red circles showing study area (Banglapedia, 2020)

The content analysis was done considering its uniqueness (Dooley, 
2016) in that it supports both qualitative (Berg 2009) and quantitative 
analysis (Krippendorf 2004; Neuendorf 2002). The content analysis helps 
a researcher to analyze the themes, concepts, and interrelationships.  The 
collected data was coded into various categories and variables.   
De-contextualization, re-contextualization, categorization, and 
compilation were followed in this analysis (Bengtsson 2016). 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1. Demographic profiles

3.1.1 Age class

The study shows that the middle-aged class dominates the VBOs, 
followed by the young type (Figure 3).  It can be argued that VBOs 
discouraged the older persons from taking the lead role and contrastingly 
motivated new leadership from the capable classes on the assumption that 
middle-aged people can take quick and courageous decisions in 
developing new enterprises.  Therefore, it can be assumed that the 
appropriate group of the population received CRF loan for maximizing 
the benefits for improving their livelihoods.

3.1.2 Literacy

The respondents' education score was measured in terms of the actual 
grade of formal education or its equivalence. Thus, a score of one was 

given based on the formal education attended by a respondent. The adult 
illiteracy rate is higher than the national average, which reckons 25.3% 
(World Data Atlas 2020). It is understood that, apart from the literates, 
many illiterate persons were engaged in income generation activities with 
the support of educated persons. Moreover, the proportion of 
beneficiaries (38%) having secondary level education indicates a 
balanced mixture for community development.

3.1.3 Household size

The household size of the respondents ranged from 2 to 11, with a mean 
of 5.05. The household distribution among the respondents seems a true 
reflection of the Bangladesh scenario (Figure 5).  Nationally the average 
household size in 2020 is 4.5 (ArcGIS, 2020).
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The study's overreaching objective was to evaluate the pros and cons of 
the newly adopted Village-Based Organization that was funded by the 
United Nations' Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO). Empirical 
data was collected following personal interviews and focus group 
discussions.  The study revealed that VBO contributed to diversifying 
enterprises by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and 
other value-added activities. The respondents expressed their 
complimentary views about their uplifted living standards. The women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased by restoring 
their rights on resources and decision making. Farmers Field School 
motivated the community to introduce new technologies and practices for 
maintaining their livelihoods better. Despite some limitations, the VBO 
helped reduce local disputes and criminal activities like dowry, the 
high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse. The study 
advocates replicating this concept in the whole country as a part of the 
corona pandemic stimulus package. It can curb Monga (seasonal 
famine), tackle incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors, reduces the 
consumption of natural resources, achieves Sustainable Development 
Goals, and finally, uphold the aspiration of a "whole society approach" 
and "no one is left behind." Policy interventions are warranted to rectify 
the identified challenges and integrate the basic principles of 
sustainability, termed a holistic approach.  
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Figure 1: Spider diagram showing the conceptual framework of a VBO 

1. INTRODUCTION

The rural economy, notably agriculture, is the most powerful driver of 
poverty alleviation in Bangladesh since 2000, which accounted for 90% 
of the poverty reduction during 2005-2010 (FAO 2016). Near about 70% 
of the population, together with 77% of the total workforce, lives in rural 
areas. Almost half of workers and two-thirds of the people residing in 
rural areas solely depend on agriculture. On the flip side, about 87% of 
rural households figure on agriculture directly or indirectly for 
livelihoods (FAO 2016). The agricultural sector contributes to 14.23% of 
the Gross Domestic of the country (BBS 2019). The country has made 
tremendous progress over recent decades in achieving food security. The 
Agriculture Orientation Index (+0.5) is decent compared to that of other 
neighbors like Nepal, Sri-Lanka, and India (FPMU 2019). Despite that, 
food production cannot maintain its consistency because of natural 
calamities, farmer’s insolvency, distorted market chain, land 
fragmentation, lack of innovative technologies, weak transportation 
system, and lack of storage facilities and agricultural inputs (Rahman 
2020a).  Faster inclusive rural growth and new job creation, notably more 
robust rural non-farm enterprise development and agricultural 
diversification, have become indispensable.  A shift in mono rice culture 
to higher-value crop production can reduce malnutrition, boost growth, 
and create an array of non-farm jobs for women and youth. Similarly, 
livestock and fisheries can offer enormous potential for achieving food 
security and decent employment generation. 

Thus, the development of village-based organizations in rural areas 
is vitally important for developing agriculture and improving farming 
communities' livelihoods. In achieving success in farming development, 
the farmers' unity and cooperative framework in materializing is pivotal. 
The population of the country has been increasing, and in contrast, the 
land resource is decreasing. The adverse effect of climate change has 
become a threat to agricultural development, which calls for much 
awareness and collective action by the community members. Realizing 
the importance of rural farmers' unity in achieving agricultural 
sustainability, Bangladesh initiated a Village Based Organization (VBO) 
in the Mymensingh and Sherpur district in 2011 with the financial and 
technical support of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO). The initiative's overall goal was to ensure food security 

by enhancing agricultural production, diversifying income sources, 
adding value, and improving the market chain.

The village-based organization helps in the socialization and 
development of new professionals (Lunceford 2014). Ren et al. (2017) 
found that the cooperative system is a bottom-up institutional innovation 
towards sustainable land use in China. On the other hand, such 
organizations establish "village democracy" and strengthen tenure rights 
(Ren et al., 2018). Educational events more effective among people with 
lower levels of education, and interventions are more beneficial in 
communities with insufficient social capital (Sato et al. 2020). The 
association of social capital and cohesion positively impacts physical and 
emotional health (Habib et al. 2020). VBOs interact between a group’s 
resources and the interconnections that every individual has to this group, 
which allow the member to benefit from these resources (Caprino 2007).

VBO works as a tool for alternative dispute resolution minimizing 
the local conflicts in Indonesia (Teniwut et al., 2017).  It was revealed that 
VBO helped the farmers heightening their inspiration towards 
development activities but could not bring any remarkable change in 
Pakistan (Muhammad et al. 2009). VBO brought some negative changes 
to Western Sub-Saharan Africa (Navarra and Vallino 2015).  Barnes and 
Van Laerhoven (2013) revealed that the external agent, notably the 
donor's involvement in VBO, affected the local community's livelihoods 
in Maharashtra, India. Lamsal et al. (2015) reported that this approach 
built up a positive mindset among Nepal's communities. Therefore, a 
mixed outcome is reported from different parts of the world. The 
effectiveness of the newly introduced VFO in Bangladesh was rarely 
assessed. Hence, the study aimed to understand the current Status of 
Village Based Organization and evaluate their effectiveness.

The grass root people of Bangladesh have a long history of working 
under a cooperative society (Chowdhury 1989). In Bangladesh, the 
concept of participatory governance in managing natural resources is 
popularly known as co-management that emerged after 1995 to empower 
the local community to manage fisheries and forest resources in the 
critically degraded habitats (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Thompson 2013). 
But this approach was limited to the community residing at the proximity 
of the natural habitats or in the ecologically critical areas. VPO was the 
first step in expanding participatory governance at the farmers' level. The 
co-management outcome in wetlands and forests was mixed and did not 

curb the ongoing degradation (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; 
Rahman 2018). FAO (2014) embraced the VBO as a successful project. 
Hence, a cross-check is warranted to understand whether VBO followed 
the consequence of the natural habitat’s co-management or not. The study 
will help policymakers understand the pitfalls and bottlenecks and 
implement policy interventions for its continuity and sustainability.

1.1. Conceptual framework

Long years back, the community-based organization was an important 
facet of Indian service in society. Community Development had a long 
history in India, even before launching the Community Development 
Programme (CDP) in 1952 (Gangrade 1971; Waghmare and Patel 1974). 
Before the independence of India, such cooperative societies contributed 
to voluntary movements and social and economic development. It 
underscored the formation of some historical organizations and activities 
in the Indian subcontinent like Arya Samaj (1875), Rama Krishna 
Mission (1897), Theosophical Movement (1893), and Sarvodaya 
Movement (1920).

Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development (BARD) incepted a 
Community-based rural development initiative, widely known as the 
"Comilla approach." It formed rural society at the outset and then 
integrated some basic development programs (Chowdhury 1989).  It 
followed two-tier agricultural cooperative systems: Krishak Samabay 
Samiti (Village level cooperative society) and a Thana Central 
Cooperative Association. These cooperative associations were voluntary 
economic organizations of farmers (Quddus 1993). In Bangladesh, 
predominantly, financial limitation is a significant issue for rural 
development. The industrial revolution of the early twentieth century, 
accompanied by rapid urbanization, expanded the gap between the urban 
and rural parts of Bangladesh to an alarming level (Freeman 2009; 
Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 2002). 

Farmers' organizations in Bangladesh can be the right partners rather 
than "beneficiaries" for the development process. Considering this fact 
and understanding the needs of the communities and substantial social 
capital, Bangladesh launched a development project 
(GTFS/BGD/041/ITA) entitled "Food Security through Enhanced 
Agricultural Production, Diversified Sources of Income, Value Addition 

and Marketing in Bangladesh (Mymensingh/Sherpur)." The project 
strived to develop self-reliance on the rural communities; strengthen 
capacity; promote agricultural diversification; motivate small-scale agro 
entrepreneurship, and enhance scientific knowledge (Mandal and Robson 
2016-2017). The project also outlined some components like group 
formation, management, sustainability, livelihood diversification, and 
market and financial access. "Italian Contribution to FAO Trust Fund for 
Food Security and Food Safety" provided financial support to run this 
project. The stakeholders included the Department of Agricultural 
Extension, Department of Agricultural Marketing, Bangladesh 
Agricultural Research Council, Zilla Parishad (District Council), 
Upazila Parishad (Sub-district Council), Bangladesh Agricultural 
University (BAU), Cooperative Credit Union League of Bangladesh 
(CCULB), and FAO. A total number of 48 communities comprising 25 
members in each were formed in four Upazilas of Mymensingh and 
Sherpur district: Haluaghat, Dhobaura, Nalitabari, and Jhenaigati. The 
group members were taken from all farmers' categories, emphasizing 
landless, marginal, small, and poor. The VBOs are registered under the 
department of cooperative Government of Bangladesh. Technical and 
financial support component was provided to the selected communities 
for developing agro-based entrepreneurship. The Upazila Cooperative 
department registered VBOs under certain conditions.  Each VGO 
maintained a bank account to deposit money and for financial 
transactions.

The project is expected to increase the beneficiary's household 
income by 25%, diverse income sources, expand trade linkages between 
the community and the outside markets, and improve financial access on 
a sustainable basis. The community members established the Community 
Revolving Fund (CRF) for Alternative Income Generating Activities and 
suitable rural enterprises. Farmer Field Schools (FFS) were established to 
heighten the farmers' technical knowledge (Figure 1). After ending the 
project period, the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) 
continues these activities. Formation of Village Based Organizations 
(VBOs) and utilization of the communities' dynamics, facilitating 
self-sustaining financial activities, establishing the agro market at crucial 
points, and linking development organizations to the VBOs were 
significant interventions. Now it is a matter to analyze how these 
interventions were materialized and assess achievements and sustainability.

2.  MATERIALS AND METHODS

Out of 4 Upazillas, Haluaghat, Mymensingh was selected for empirical 
data collection (Figure 2). Out of 48 VBOs, Haluaghat Upazila was 
assigned to managing 12 organizations. In this study, 03 organizations 
were examined to collect qualitative and quantitative data (Table 1). The 
focus group discussions (FGDs) and personal interviews with a 
semi-structured questionnaire were used to collect empirical data. A total 
of 03 FGDs were conducted on three VBOs incorporating five 
respondents in each. Beforehand, a checklist was prepared to keep the 
discussions on track. In each FGD, the documented papers and the 
impression, emotion, and plan of the VBO were noted. The personal 
interview is considered the most accepted and appreciated data collection 
approach in qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008). The interviewee is 
comfortable with semi-structured interviews compared to the structured 
or closed-ended interview (Stuckey, 2013). Workshops, a research 
approach, cater a platform for a researcher in spotting, articulating, and 
scrutinizing poorly-defined or fuzzy challenges in the research domain 
(Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). 

Table 1: The particulars of VBOs used for FGDs

A total of 30 respondents from the three VBOs, as mentioned earlier, 
were personally interviewed, maintaining an equal number (n=10) from 
each group. The questions highlighted the components of the project's 
objectives. The respondents were selected based on a mixture of random 
and purposive sampling. The executive teams were chosen purposively, 
where other respondents randomly.

The content analysis was done considering its uniqueness (Dooley, 
2016) in that it supports both qualitative (Berg 2009) and quantitative 
analysis (Krippendorf 2004; Neuendorf 2002). The content analysis helps 
a researcher to analyze the themes, concepts, and interrelationships.  The 
collected data was coded into various categories and variables.   
De-contextualization, re-contextualization, categorization, and 
compilation were followed in this analysis (Bengtsson 2016). 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1. Demographic profiles

3.1.1 Age class

The study shows that the middle-aged class dominates the VBOs, 
followed by the young type (Figure 3).  It can be argued that VBOs 
discouraged the older persons from taking the lead role and contrastingly 
motivated new leadership from the capable classes on the assumption that 
middle-aged people can take quick and courageous decisions in 
developing new enterprises.  Therefore, it can be assumed that the 
appropriate group of the population received CRF loan for maximizing 
the benefits for improving their livelihoods.

3.1.2 Literacy

The respondents' education score was measured in terms of the actual 
grade of formal education or its equivalence. Thus, a score of one was 

Figure 3: Distribution of interviewees based on age classes (%)

given based on the formal education attended by a respondent. The adult 
illiteracy rate is higher than the national average, which reckons 25.3% 
(World Data Atlas 2020). It is understood that, apart from the literates, 
many illiterate persons were engaged in income generation activities with 
the support of educated persons. Moreover, the proportion of 
beneficiaries (38%) having secondary level education indicates a 
balanced mixture for community development.

3.1.3 Household size

The household size of the respondents ranged from 2 to 11, with a mean 
of 5.05. The household distribution among the respondents seems a true 
reflection of the Bangladesh scenario (Figure 5).  Nationally the average 
household size in 2020 is 4.5 (ArcGIS, 2020).



35Effectiveness of Village-Based Organization

Effectiveness of Village-Based Organization (VBO) 
in improving the livelihood of the rural community 
in Bangladesh
Md. Mizanur Rahman1 and Maksuma Akter2

ABSTRACT

The study's overreaching objective was to evaluate the pros and cons of 
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their rights on resources and decision making. Farmers Field School 
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maintaining their livelihoods better. Despite some limitations, the VBO 
helped reduce local disputes and criminal activities like dowry, the 
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rural economy, notably agriculture, is the most powerful driver of 
poverty alleviation in Bangladesh since 2000, which accounted for 90% 
of the poverty reduction during 2005-2010 (FAO 2016). Near about 70% 
of the population, together with 77% of the total workforce, lives in rural 
areas. Almost half of workers and two-thirds of the people residing in 
rural areas solely depend on agriculture. On the flip side, about 87% of 
rural households figure on agriculture directly or indirectly for 
livelihoods (FAO 2016). The agricultural sector contributes to 14.23% of 
the Gross Domestic of the country (BBS 2019). The country has made 
tremendous progress over recent decades in achieving food security. The 
Agriculture Orientation Index (+0.5) is decent compared to that of other 
neighbors like Nepal, Sri-Lanka, and India (FPMU 2019). Despite that, 
food production cannot maintain its consistency because of natural 
calamities, farmer’s insolvency, distorted market chain, land 
fragmentation, lack of innovative technologies, weak transportation 
system, and lack of storage facilities and agricultural inputs (Rahman 
2020a).  Faster inclusive rural growth and new job creation, notably more 
robust rural non-farm enterprise development and agricultural 
diversification, have become indispensable.  A shift in mono rice culture 
to higher-value crop production can reduce malnutrition, boost growth, 
and create an array of non-farm jobs for women and youth. Similarly, 
livestock and fisheries can offer enormous potential for achieving food 
security and decent employment generation. 

Thus, the development of village-based organizations in rural areas 
is vitally important for developing agriculture and improving farming 
communities' livelihoods. In achieving success in farming development, 
the farmers' unity and cooperative framework in materializing is pivotal. 
The population of the country has been increasing, and in contrast, the 
land resource is decreasing. The adverse effect of climate change has 
become a threat to agricultural development, which calls for much 
awareness and collective action by the community members. Realizing 
the importance of rural farmers' unity in achieving agricultural 
sustainability, Bangladesh initiated a Village Based Organization (VBO) 
in the Mymensingh and Sherpur district in 2011 with the financial and 
technical support of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO). The initiative's overall goal was to ensure food security 

by enhancing agricultural production, diversifying income sources, 
adding value, and improving the market chain.

The village-based organization helps in the socialization and 
development of new professionals (Lunceford 2014). Ren et al. (2017) 
found that the cooperative system is a bottom-up institutional innovation 
towards sustainable land use in China. On the other hand, such 
organizations establish "village democracy" and strengthen tenure rights 
(Ren et al., 2018). Educational events more effective among people with 
lower levels of education, and interventions are more beneficial in 
communities with insufficient social capital (Sato et al. 2020). The 
association of social capital and cohesion positively impacts physical and 
emotional health (Habib et al. 2020). VBOs interact between a group’s 
resources and the interconnections that every individual has to this group, 
which allow the member to benefit from these resources (Caprino 2007).

VBO works as a tool for alternative dispute resolution minimizing 
the local conflicts in Indonesia (Teniwut et al., 2017).  It was revealed that 
VBO helped the farmers heightening their inspiration towards 
development activities but could not bring any remarkable change in 
Pakistan (Muhammad et al. 2009). VBO brought some negative changes 
to Western Sub-Saharan Africa (Navarra and Vallino 2015).  Barnes and 
Van Laerhoven (2013) revealed that the external agent, notably the 
donor's involvement in VBO, affected the local community's livelihoods 
in Maharashtra, India. Lamsal et al. (2015) reported that this approach 
built up a positive mindset among Nepal's communities. Therefore, a 
mixed outcome is reported from different parts of the world. The 
effectiveness of the newly introduced VFO in Bangladesh was rarely 
assessed. Hence, the study aimed to understand the current Status of 
Village Based Organization and evaluate their effectiveness.

The grass root people of Bangladesh have a long history of working 
under a cooperative society (Chowdhury 1989). In Bangladesh, the 
concept of participatory governance in managing natural resources is 
popularly known as co-management that emerged after 1995 to empower 
the local community to manage fisheries and forest resources in the 
critically degraded habitats (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Thompson 2013). 
But this approach was limited to the community residing at the proximity 
of the natural habitats or in the ecologically critical areas. VPO was the 
first step in expanding participatory governance at the farmers' level. The 
co-management outcome in wetlands and forests was mixed and did not 

curb the ongoing degradation (Fox and Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; 
Rahman 2018). FAO (2014) embraced the VBO as a successful project. 
Hence, a cross-check is warranted to understand whether VBO followed 
the consequence of the natural habitat’s co-management or not. The study 
will help policymakers understand the pitfalls and bottlenecks and 
implement policy interventions for its continuity and sustainability.

1.1. Conceptual framework

Long years back, the community-based organization was an important 
facet of Indian service in society. Community Development had a long 
history in India, even before launching the Community Development 
Programme (CDP) in 1952 (Gangrade 1971; Waghmare and Patel 1974). 
Before the independence of India, such cooperative societies contributed 
to voluntary movements and social and economic development. It 
underscored the formation of some historical organizations and activities 
in the Indian subcontinent like Arya Samaj (1875), Rama Krishna 
Mission (1897), Theosophical Movement (1893), and Sarvodaya 
Movement (1920).

Bangladesh Academy for Rural Development (BARD) incepted a 
Community-based rural development initiative, widely known as the 
"Comilla approach." It formed rural society at the outset and then 
integrated some basic development programs (Chowdhury 1989).  It 
followed two-tier agricultural cooperative systems: Krishak Samabay 
Samiti (Village level cooperative society) and a Thana Central 
Cooperative Association. These cooperative associations were voluntary 
economic organizations of farmers (Quddus 1993). In Bangladesh, 
predominantly, financial limitation is a significant issue for rural 
development. The industrial revolution of the early twentieth century, 
accompanied by rapid urbanization, expanded the gap between the urban 
and rural parts of Bangladesh to an alarming level (Freeman 2009; 
Webster and Engberg-Pedersen 2002). 

Farmers' organizations in Bangladesh can be the right partners rather 
than "beneficiaries" for the development process. Considering this fact 
and understanding the needs of the communities and substantial social 
capital, Bangladesh launched a development project 
(GTFS/BGD/041/ITA) entitled "Food Security through Enhanced 
Agricultural Production, Diversified Sources of Income, Value Addition 

and Marketing in Bangladesh (Mymensingh/Sherpur)." The project 
strived to develop self-reliance on the rural communities; strengthen 
capacity; promote agricultural diversification; motivate small-scale agro 
entrepreneurship, and enhance scientific knowledge (Mandal and Robson 
2016-2017). The project also outlined some components like group 
formation, management, sustainability, livelihood diversification, and 
market and financial access. "Italian Contribution to FAO Trust Fund for 
Food Security and Food Safety" provided financial support to run this 
project. The stakeholders included the Department of Agricultural 
Extension, Department of Agricultural Marketing, Bangladesh 
Agricultural Research Council, Zilla Parishad (District Council), 
Upazila Parishad (Sub-district Council), Bangladesh Agricultural 
University (BAU), Cooperative Credit Union League of Bangladesh 
(CCULB), and FAO. A total number of 48 communities comprising 25 
members in each were formed in four Upazilas of Mymensingh and 
Sherpur district: Haluaghat, Dhobaura, Nalitabari, and Jhenaigati. The 
group members were taken from all farmers' categories, emphasizing 
landless, marginal, small, and poor. The VBOs are registered under the 
department of cooperative Government of Bangladesh. Technical and 
financial support component was provided to the selected communities 
for developing agro-based entrepreneurship. The Upazila Cooperative 
department registered VBOs under certain conditions.  Each VGO 
maintained a bank account to deposit money and for financial 
transactions.

The project is expected to increase the beneficiary's household 
income by 25%, diverse income sources, expand trade linkages between 
the community and the outside markets, and improve financial access on 
a sustainable basis. The community members established the Community 
Revolving Fund (CRF) for Alternative Income Generating Activities and 
suitable rural enterprises. Farmer Field Schools (FFS) were established to 
heighten the farmers' technical knowledge (Figure 1). After ending the 
project period, the Department of Agricultural Extension (DAE) 
continues these activities. Formation of Village Based Organizations 
(VBOs) and utilization of the communities' dynamics, facilitating 
self-sustaining financial activities, establishing the agro market at crucial 
points, and linking development organizations to the VBOs were 
significant interventions. Now it is a matter to analyze how these 
interventions were materialized and assess achievements and sustainability.

2.  MATERIALS AND METHODS

Out of 4 Upazillas, Haluaghat, Mymensingh was selected for empirical 
data collection (Figure 2). Out of 48 VBOs, Haluaghat Upazila was 
assigned to managing 12 organizations. In this study, 03 organizations 
were examined to collect qualitative and quantitative data (Table 1). The 
focus group discussions (FGDs) and personal interviews with a 
semi-structured questionnaire were used to collect empirical data. A total 
of 03 FGDs were conducted on three VBOs incorporating five 
respondents in each. Beforehand, a checklist was prepared to keep the 
discussions on track. In each FGD, the documented papers and the 
impression, emotion, and plan of the VBO were noted. The personal 
interview is considered the most accepted and appreciated data collection 
approach in qualitative research (Gill et al., 2008). The interviewee is 
comfortable with semi-structured interviews compared to the structured 
or closed-ended interview (Stuckey, 2013). Workshops, a research 
approach, cater a platform for a researcher in spotting, articulating, and 
scrutinizing poorly-defined or fuzzy challenges in the research domain 
(Ørngreen and Levinsen, 2017). 

Table 1: The particulars of VBOs used for FGDs

A total of 30 respondents from the three VBOs, as mentioned earlier, 
were personally interviewed, maintaining an equal number (n=10) from 
each group. The questions highlighted the components of the project's 
objectives. The respondents were selected based on a mixture of random 
and purposive sampling. The executive teams were chosen purposively, 
where other respondents randomly.

The content analysis was done considering its uniqueness (Dooley, 
2016) in that it supports both qualitative (Berg 2009) and quantitative 
analysis (Krippendorf 2004; Neuendorf 2002). The content analysis helps 
a researcher to analyze the themes, concepts, and interrelationships.  The 
collected data was coded into various categories and variables.   
De-contextualization, re-contextualization, categorization, and 
compilation were followed in this analysis (Bengtsson 2016). 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1. Demographic profiles

3.1.1 Age class

The study shows that the middle-aged class dominates the VBOs, 
followed by the young type (Figure 3).  It can be argued that VBOs 
discouraged the older persons from taking the lead role and contrastingly 
motivated new leadership from the capable classes on the assumption that 
middle-aged people can take quick and courageous decisions in 
developing new enterprises.  Therefore, it can be assumed that the 
appropriate group of the population received CRF loan for maximizing 
the benefits for improving their livelihoods.

3.1.2 Literacy

The respondents' education score was measured in terms of the actual 
grade of formal education or its equivalence. Thus, a score of one was 

given based on the formal education attended by a respondent. The adult 
illiteracy rate is higher than the national average, which reckons 25.3% 
(World Data Atlas 2020). It is understood that, apart from the literates, 
many illiterate persons were engaged in income generation activities with 
the support of educated persons. Moreover, the proportion of 
beneficiaries (38%) having secondary level education indicates a 
balanced mixture for community development.

3.1.3 Household size

The household size of the respondents ranged from 2 to 11, with a mean 
of 5.05. The household distribution among the respondents seems a true 
reflection of the Bangladesh scenario (Figure 5).  Nationally the average 
household size in 2020 is 4.5 (ArcGIS, 2020).

Figure 4: Distribution of interviewees based on education status

Figure 5: Distribution of interviewees based on household size (%)
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

Figure 6: Distribution of interviewees based on occupational status (%)

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

Figure 7: Distribution of the interviewees based on year of joining  

Figure 8: Distribution of interviewees based on diversified enterprises

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Components Improved
(%)

Status-quo
(%)

44

71
75

37
64
66
64
53
42
60
66
59
31
55
39

56

29
25

63
36
34
36
47
58
40
34
41
69
45
61

Access to and control over land (own 
or inheritance)
Access to family income and assets
Regulating income from enterprises and 
their source
The decision on the family planning issue
The decision on health, treatment, and nutrition issues
The decision on spending on child education
The decision on expenses on festivals and family events
The decision on buying household assets
The decision on land mortgage/sharecropping/selling
Social mobility or freedom of movement
Overall social recognition/ position
Participation in social programs and events
Access to financial institutions (NGO loans and banks)
Control over loan management 
Access to other services (agricultural extension, health service, etc.)

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

Livelihood aspects Improved
(%)

Status-quo
(%)

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

96
89
87
41
68
82
83
73
92
75
68
63

4
11
13
59
32
18
17
27
8
25
32
37

Income from enterprise
Total monthly income
Farm production
Land possession (own)
Household assets
Education care and cost
Expenditure on clothing
Medical treatment cost
Expenditure on family food
Expenditure in festivals 
Spending on social and family programs
Expenditure on donation, charity, gifts, and helping

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

Components Content was useful
(n=3) 

   Yes    No   

Content was need-based 
(n=3)

Yes       No
Bitter gourd cultivation
Cucumber cultivation
Ash gourd cultivation
Bottle gourd cultivation
Pumpkin cultivation
Wheat cultivation
Mustard cultivation
Homestead gardening
Uses of pheromone trap
Use of raised bed
Perching in the rice field
Line sowing of rice
Practicing IPM
Beef fattening
Small scale poultry rearing 
Aquaculture
Mango orchard

3
3
3
3
3
2
2
3
2
2
2
3
2
3
3
2
3

0
0
0
0
0
1
1
0
1
1
1
1
1
0
0
1
0

2
3
2
3
3
3
3
3
2
2
2
3
3
3
3
2
3

1
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
1
1
0
0
0
1
0

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV



41Effectiveness of Village-Based Organization

3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

Indicators 
Group response 

(n=3)
Yes   No

The participating farmers are continuing 
all learned practices
Farmers will/like to continue the way in future
The training was useful for the farmers in
terms of knowledge and skill gain
The learned practice was profitable for the 
participants
Other farmers of the village also adopted the 
practice

2

2
3

3

3

1

1
0

0

1

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

Name of VBO Perception
Interviewee    FGD

North Monikura VBO Ltd.
Shondhakura VBO Ltd.
Kumargati VBO Somobai Samiti Ltd.

Successful
Successful 
Successful

Very successful
Successful 
Successful

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV



52 Rahman and Akter

3.1.4 Occupational status

The VBO members were asked to indicate their both primary and 
secondary occupations. The majority of the respondents had an 
agriculture-based domain (Figure 6). A significant portion of female 
members of VBOs (28 %) was housewife primarily. Business, tailoring, 
livestock, and poultry rearing, grocery are also the other remarkable 
occupations. Many VBO members utilized credit in these enterprises and 
earned money from diversified sources using CRF credit under the 
project.

3.1.5 Year of joining 

The data show that majority of the respondents joined the VBO in 2012 
(Figure 7). An overwhelming majority (89%) of the members joined the 
VBOs during the early years of establishing the organization, which 
indicates that the stakeholders were proactive, and the community was 
attracted at the outset.  Consequently, the lion sharers (63%) enjoyed the 
full-pledged benefits since the inception.

3.2 Diversity in livelihood enterprises

One of the project's objectives was to diversify enterprises in the project 
area by promoting high-value crops, small-scale livestock, and other 
value-added activities. The results show that a significant portion (38%) 
of the community was involved in a value-adding activity that is a 
positive sign of shifting the traditional crop production based livelihood. 
High-value crop production accompanied by small scale livestock also 
indicates a change in the livelihoods of the project area (Figure 8). 

3.3 Women empowerment 

The women's empowerment status of the VBO members was understood 

using a scale having 15 components related to decision making and rights 
on the property. The female respondents were asked whether their status 
was heightened or downplayed (Table 2). The results show that women’s 
active participation and consequent empowerment increased on many 
issues. Significant changes were observed in regulating income from 
enterprises (75%), access to family income and assets (71%), the decision 
on spending for child education (66%), overall social recognition (66%), 
and decisions on health and family-related expenses (64%). All of these 
are vital components in women’s empowerment. Interestingly, none of 
the respondents mentioned that women's status was curbed compared to 
pre-VBO's level. The male members (53%) were slightly higher than that 
of females (47%). Therefore, VBO’s sensitized the women’s equal 
participation in management activities, imparting entrepreneurship 
training, market linkage activities, and utilizing credit for enterprise 
development and diversification.

Table 2: Status of women empowerment

Conducting regular training sessions, especially before a specific crop 
season, can be more helpful for them. The training duration was not 
enough, and there were not sufficient training materials.  They 
emphasized no-farming topics to increase their skills in initiating 
alternative income-generating activities.

Table 4: FGD Respondents' perception of the contents of FFS

3.5.1 Technology diffusion through FFS

VBOs' members received FFS training on various aspects of farming and 
alternative income generation that motivated them to introduce new 
technologies and practices for maintaining their livelihoods better. The 
new agricultural topics included the cultivation of vegetables like bitter 
gourd, ash gourd, cucumber, bottle gourd, onion, pumpkin, etc. They 

3.4 Change in livelihood

The VBO members were also asked to indicate their livelihoods change 
due to CRF loan utilization in enterprises (Table 3).  VBO members’ 
livelihoods improved, considering past status. The respondents expressed 
their complimentary views in uplifting their living standards. A 
remarkable change was observed in income from enterprises (96%), 
expenditure on family food items (92%), monthly income (89%), farm 
production (87%), and spending on different household items.

Table 3: Change in livelihood status

3.5 Effectiveness of farmers field school (FFS)

The effectiveness of FFS was measured by understanding the indicators 
of the usefulness of the contents during FGD. These were done seeking 
an opinion about various topics of FFS (Table 4).  The findings show that 
the contents were useful and need-based to the community. Together with 
these findings, VBO members mentioned some issues to be upscaled the 
effectiveness of FFS. They opined that current technological issues 
accompanied by field demonstrations could be more effective. 

started the cultivation of wheat and mustard after imparting training. 
They learned the uses of pheromone trap, raised bed, perching in the rice 
field, line sowing, Integrated Pest Management, composting, and others 
from practical sessions. Beef fattening and small scale poultry rearing 
were the primary livestock centric issues, which motivated few members. 
A minuscule also kicked off aquaculture and establishing fruit orchards 
on their land as new enterprises.

3.5.2 Sustainability FFS

During the discussion, the participating VBO members responded that 
the FFS courses were moderately sustainable (Table 5). But the VBO 
members mentioned that they needed continuous support for the FFS and 
the techniques they imparted in the past. Proper monitoring of the school, 
modification of the courses based on participants' feedback, and tracking 
the lessons' application can be immensely needed for the school's 
sustainability.

Table 5: Response to indicators towards sustainability of FFS

3.6 Perception of VBOs 

In the personal interview and FGD, the individuals and the team were 
requested to opine their scores about the success of VBOs. The sensation 

was rated as very unsuccessful, unsuccessful, partially successful, 
successful, and very successful. The findings show that VBO was 
successful in the members and teams' eyes (Table 6). The enthusiastic 
participation of every member was the primary determinant of success. 
The VBO members, including the management committee (MC) 
members, were active. Timely repayment of the loan by the borrowers 
and sincere utilization of the loan money helped increase their monthly 
income. The most important thing is that most borrowers earned more 
money from both on-farm and off-farm enterprises. Better functional 
linkage with development organizations was established, which will help 
in the coming days to improve their socio-economic conditions. The 
project's financial grant acted as a catalyst, and VBOs minimized the 
harassment in getting a loan from the bank or Non-Government 
Organizations (NGOs). Receipt of vulnerable grants villagers helped 
ultra-poor in poverty reduction. Incremental saving and investment 
tendency among villagers resulted in the emergence of new enterprises in 
the villages. The women contributed to the household income compared 
to the previous status.  The local disputes and criminal activities like 
dowry, the high-interest rate of credit, child marriage, and drug abuse 
were reduced significantly. The traditional village-based groups helped 
them to accrue a legacy in controlling some social odds and injustice. On 
the other hand, the support of multi-stakeholders inspired them to 
establish their rights. The influential external factors included adequate 
and timely support from the project, financial aid, encouragement, and 
local people's recognition.

Table 6: Perception of successfulness of VBOs

3.7 Overreaching challenges and cross-cutting issues

Various challenges were identified through the discussions, which might 
influence the VBO to meet the project objectives. The executive 

committee members' honesty and transparency are not adequately 
monitored as they are influential in society. Few members did not show 
solidarity and unity; instead, they were driven by their interests. The 
executive committees included few inactive members who were 
sometimes absent in the meetings and politically influential. In many 
cases, nepotism, biasness, and local influences were the criteria in loan 
disbursements; consequently, the real needy did not receive a loan on 
some occasions. A segment of VBOs did not utilize the grants and loans 
following the terms and conditions and did not deposit the share of 
benefits. There was a lack of internal coordination among VBO members 
to some extent. To date, no formal linkages have been established 
between VBOs and the buyer groups to sell their farm products. 
Nonetheless, some informal agreements/contact remained between the 
VBOs and the buyers at Upazila and district levels. The VBOs could not 
help them in clearing intermediary groups from the market chain. 

4. DISCUSSIONS

Livelihood diversification, market access, and financial access to the 
relevant organization are critical concerns for achieving rural 
development’s sustainability in Bangladesh. This FAO funded project 
was implemented to achieve integrated development in the selected areas. 
The study aimed to reveal the merits of the project and sustainability 
issues after project support withdrawal. The project achieved its 
objectives by empowering women, conducting training, and providing an 
easily accessed loan. But many shortcomings affected the achievement of 
the brim. Now it's the sole responsibility of DAE to continue the VOBs, 
especially in the project areas, so that the community can uphold the 
unity's aspiration. The internal qualities and functions of the VBOs 
should be maintained to attract other donors and other stakeholders. A 
monitoring team may be formed under the control of DAE so that the 
momentum and potential of the VBOs can be sustained. Finally, it can be 
said that most of the VBOs have been working well, and still, the 
enthusiasm has been working. The less progressing VBOs need to be 
reinforced through further initiatives of DAE and concerned NGOs. DAE 
may move forward with this project's social and community 
infrastructure to promote the framer's spirit to make them self-dependent.

As this project was accepted by the rural community in improving 

their livelihood, it should be replicated in the whole country to empower 
the rural people, especially women, despite some limitations. Women 
with Disabilities in Bangladesh face enormous challenges to avail of 
fundamental rights and essential services, notably employment and 
banking services from the public institutions and NGOs (Akter and 
Rahman 2018). Special attention is necessary to address disabled women 
in rural areas deprived of various services and rights.

Operations of the FFS and CFS were found to be effective that 
helped enormously in introducing old practices scientifically and 
commercially. The efforts also helped raise off-farm enterprises as they 
achieved adequate skill and motivation towards implementing the 
enterprises. Consequently, the dependency on the use of natural resources 
was reduced by increasing alternative income-generating activities. 
Coastal Bangladesh, notably the Sundarbans mangrove, is combating 
against incremental anthropogenic-climatic stressors simultaneously for 
its survival (Rahman 2020b). On the other hand, the ecologically critical 
areas are perilous due to the intensified extraction of resources. The 
adoption of VBOs in those areas will curb the over-extraction of natural 
resources, including biodiversity, which will help restore the degraded 
ecosystems.

The Monga (seasonal famine) prone to North Bengal suffers from 
cyclical poverty and hunger due to jobs and foods (Sarker 2016). In this 
context, the solutions of vulnerability and seasonal food insecurity 
(availability, access, and utilization) are embedded with VBO, which will 
immensely improve the socio-economic status and participatory 
governance by sharing the burdens.

The COVID-19 pandemic gives Bangladesh an uncertain future and 
simultaneously provides an ample opportunity to develop a sustainable 
agricultural system. The uncertain COVID 19 may spike the hunger of 
the poor and vulnerable communities. Hence, the agriculture sector draws 
the foremost priority for ensuring food security. Bangladesh should also 
prepare to build a comprehensive recovery plan for dealing with food 
insecurity. VBO can link farmers with the 
producing-processing-marketing-selling system to heighten food 
security.  As a part of the corona stimulus package VBO can be expanded 
gradually in the vulnerable areas based on the poverty map.

Taking inspiration from MDGs implementation, the country has 
been trying to be one of the front runners in achieving SDGs from the 

very beginning (Rahman 2020a). The government has also taken a 
"whole society approach," and the aspiration of "no one is left behind," 
which are deeply rooted in the objectives of VBO.  Goal 16 recapitulates 
the need for inclusive societies and participatory governance. Target 1.3 
reiterates taking appropriate social protection measures, including floors, 
for the poor and the vulnerable. Similarly, target 1.4 spotlights on 
establishing the poor and the vulnerable people’s rights to economic 
resources, essential services, ownership and control over land and other 
forms of property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate new 
technology, and financial services, including microfinance.  Altogether, 
VBO's objectives closely align with most SDGs, notably poverty 
reduction, food security, informal education, women empowerment, 
decent work, resilient society, responsible consumption, climate 
mitigation, biodiversity conservation, inclusive governance, and 
partnership development.  The introduction of VBO across the country 
will help the government in achieving SDGs within the stipulated 
timeframe.

Policy initiatives are warranted to address the identified challenges 
to make them perfectly functional. The agricultural market in Bangladesh 
is distorted, fragile, and controlled by the incendiaries (Rahman and 
Neena 2018), which causes a prolonged deprivation of their rights on the 
market and financial resources (Alam et al. 2020).  DAE should work 
closely with Bangladesh Trading Corporation to clear the intermediaries 
from the market chain to establish farmers' inbuilt rights on the market. 
The target 2.b of SDGs calls for correct distorted agricultural markets by 
removing all obstacles in their ways. It is expected that VBO 
management ensures the local producers to receive a fair price for their 
products by linking rural people in the value chain system. Emphasis 
should be given to imparting more training as it increases knowledge, 
skill, and awareness (Rahman et al. 2020a). Even knowledge about 
resistant verities and row spacing can help in increasing crop productivity .

The participatory governance introduced by the Forest Department 
and Department of Fisheries to protect the ecosystems of the ecologically 
critical areas could not garner sufficient supports from the community 
due to communities' passive participation, hegemonic behavior of the 
public departments, nepotism, and local political interferences (Fox and 
Mustafa 2013; Islam et al. 2016; Rahman 2018; Rahman and Alam 2020; 
Rahman et al. 2020b).  By taking this lesson, it is expected that DAE is 

fair in selecting the need-based members, emphasizing the group's left. 
Accordingly, the grants and loans should be disbursed, overcoming all 
local influences. Continuous monitoring and gathering feed by DAE can 
make equal justice for all. VBOs should be given authority to increase the 
limit of the loan ceiling if it is required. Government and non-government 
organizations should use VBOs as platforms for launching all 
development activities at the grass-root levels. Own office of the VBOs is 
to be built for smooth functioning. The accountability and transparency 
of all the deals of the VBOs are to be ensured. More allocation of loans 
and the creation of savings can enhance social sustainability. Differently, 
the illiteracy rate is frustrating, which draws the attention of 
incorporating non-formal education or evening schooling for the illiterate 
members.

In Bangladesh, tourism has not been flourished compared to other 
similar countries (Rahman and Zaman I 2020).  The VBOs can be an 
initiation of community-based tourism. Both SDG 8 and 12 stress 
community-based ecotourism and branding local culture and products. 
Similarly, it can establish the community's rights on their natural 
resources and create a decent job. VBOs can cement cohesion among 
society and bring a positive outcome in establishing "family democracy" 
and "village democracy," which eventually reduces social unrest and 
disputes.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The VBO has changed the traditional rural life and livelihoods at a faster 
pace.  Some challenges could not limit the community to be empowered 
financially and socially, which are the central pillars of sustainable 
development.  The incremental non-farm activities and increased 
alternative income generation indicate the reduced use of natural 
resources, which is the prime condition of conservation and 
environmental sustainability.  Bangladesh can adopt this concept 
nationally and implement it phase by phase, prioritizing the left-behind 
communities as a corona stimulus package for the rural community. 
Participatory governance can safeguard the rights of the left-behind 
group. The challenges should be transformed into opportunities as VBO 
is broadly resonated with almost SDGs. The findings will help the 
policymakers in adjusting the current policies. DAE's proactive role in 

monitoring can overcome the challenges identified in this study. 
Therefore, the integration of VBO into policy interventions is 
necessitated to alleviate poverty, ensure food security, accelerate floor 
protection, generate alternative employment, and reduce the 
over-extraction of natural resources. Henceforth, the study argues for 
adopting a holistic approach to incorporate socio-economical and 
environmental sustainability principles.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Now a day's, information acts as prime components of development for 
both urban and rural communities. The ability of nations to attain 
produces, access, and use pertinent information leads towards prosperity, 
progress, and construction (Nahar, 2016). Researches have advocated 
that access to information technology is also a complicated matter to 
disseminating beneficiary people to know their rights to obtain benefits 
and identify the sources of backing to stunning social elimination 
(Harande, 2009). More emphasis on rural development, Okiy (2003) 
opined it as a strong basis for economic progress and where information 
is considered a significant element in the development process. Likewise, 
people in a rural area, either literate or else, should have smooth entrance 
to every kind of information service that may enable them to be capable 
and reasonably productive to render socio-Econo-politico obligations and 
an informed citizen of the nation. A previous study on the same Diso 
(1994) advocated that information plays a crucial role in making and 
implementing a policy that leads towards national development. That 
development would be more effective if the robust structures are 
established for utilization and access, capturing, coordination of 
information, processing and delivering, relay, and communicating to 
ensure governance (Rahman, 2016). Every government intends to 
provide a strong focus on rural development in developing countries due 
to the lack of national development due to the negligence of rural 
development. As a result of improper attention to the agricultural 
development many types of social problem such as rate of 
unemployment, anti-social activities, lack of security, prostitution, 
kidnapping, money laundering, child and forced labor, bribery, scanty of 
right living areas, the influx of diseases, (Harande, 2009). So, the 
aggregate development of the nation can only be active if rural society 
people have access to digital information. Effective information services 
in the rural community lead toward development. To keep pace with the 
right direction of growing the scope of the information services is a must 
that may outweigh the cost at the initial stage. Thus, the role of 
government and non-government stakeholders is a strong steer to give 
importance to the matter in the context of Bangladesh. Positively the 
government has taken massive efforts in this field through technology 
and process innovation activities with the assistance of digitalization in 

Bangladesh.
Bangladesh has an area of 147570 square km and filled with 163.7 

million people (Ministry of Finance, 2019). And, about 80% of the total 
population are live in villages.  India borders most of the regions. The 
majority of the total population lives in rural areas. The country is known 
as the least developed country and low-income group nations of the 
world. People have been running to meet basic needs such as food, 
clothing, shelter, health, education, and to increase living patterns. 
Population growth, natural disasters, unemployment, malnutrition, 
illiteracy, polluted environment, etc. are problems that affect the country's 
socio-economic situation. Information is an essential basic need in 
addition to all other basic needs. But in reality, the people of rural areas 
are far from being a part of modern information technology that made 
them distant from acquiring their informational needs. To develop 
people's capability to participate in an evolving knowledge-based society, 
the rural library or Union Digital Centre (UDC) may be a reliable way of 
providing agricultural information services. It is one of the most effective 
means of disseminating information services to the people of the rural 
community and promotes rural economy wheel. UDC's prime objective is 
to accelerate, facilitate, and provide essential information to the people of 
an agrarian society. UDC may serve as a hub of information, points of 
community to advance the living conditions, and the quality of life. 
Despite having manifold complexities in the states of the rural dwellers' 
societal living, the question may arise in what ways the information 
service contributes to the development of the rural communities in 
Bangladesh, and so then how? This paper's central argument is to 
examine the current environment of information services and attempts to 
answer of the question. Besides, the research is attempts to measure the 
role of UDC in the socio-economic development of rural areas' of 
Bangladesh's state.

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The research has designed to attain following objectives: 
• To identify the extent of information services provided by UDC to  

 the rural people.
• To measure the users' satisfaction with UDC services.
• To determine the possible ways and means that UDC can play as 

a partner of changing rural life and development. 

3. LITERATURE REVIEW 

UDC is a government initiative to promote technology exploration across 
the country. Empirical researches literature in this specific field has not 
evident exclusively other than a few limited areas; thus, the scope of 
literature covers some developing countries of South Asia regions. For 
example, the e-governance system made a remarkable pathway of 
changing the mass digitalization system in the urban and rural areas of 
Bangladesh through government schemes (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015). 
Similarly, Habib et al. (2013) claimed that technology in rural areas of 
Bangladesh has got some satisfactory changes but still suffering a lot of 
limitations to be addressed immediately. Whereas due to the 
unavailability of information and communication technology (ICT) is 
created the digital divide to provide proper facilities (Lim, 2017), merely 
appearing the tasks for the arrangement of ICT offices, isn't sufficient to 
limit the significant digital division, principally pastoral territories in 
developing nations.

For this reason,(Hoq, 2014; Kumar & Kim, 2017), argued that 
developing nations should underscore the uses and exploration of ICT for 
rural development as a part of their contemporary sustainable 
development priority. A similar study of Chowdhury, S. (2018) contended 
that the rural administration is the lowest segment of the service to the 
villagers, which is still providing available services, make accessibility of 
information and added values but still lagged behind priority and 
concentration. In the latest study of Faroqi et al. (2019) examined the 
factors affecting the sustainability of UDC (telecenters) and revealed that 
engagement of private entrepreneurs’ commitment is the most critical 
factor backed by the elements of governmental patronage for sustainable 
operations. But Hoque, R. (2020) claimed that prior knowledge and 
financial inability is critical hindrances of UDC success in rural areas. 
Previous research came with an argument in favor and progress of ICT 
based library system in rural areas compared to radical exploration in 
urban areas. In this connection, Islam & Uddin (2005) have demonstrated 
the data and administration arrangement of Dhaka, Comilla, and Bogra 
areas in Bangladesh. And, the authors have opinioned the circumstance of 
the country’s rural improvement libraries because of the unrest and 

progression of information communication technology in their study. The 
study further recommended that the tools and methods utilized in various 
useful units of these libraries to satisfy the interest of the developing 
information needs of the rural individuals of Bangladesh. Essentially, 
connecting citizens, acquiring workforce, and GoB’s ‘Digital Bangladesh 
initiates digitizing governmental functions.’ UDCs are improving the 
procedure by which public administrations are given by changing to 
digital or electronic services toachieve these objectives. Notwithstanding 
e-administrations, economic opportunities are differentiated, and scopes 
for new employment have been expanded (a2i, 2013; GoB, 2009).

The nations of South Asian territory have also advocated a good 
number of insights. At Pondicherry, India (2002-2005), a study on Village 
Information center found that India explored approaches to utilize ICT 
for the advancement of the more derelict district. The primary 
beneficiaries of this project are low-pay families, minor farmers, and 
fishermen. Additionally, this information center focus could ready to 
make the general government assistance of these individuals of India. In 
India ,the e-government projects provided most of the information 
services to the public mass that removes the barriers (Bhatnagar., 2004). 
In another study of Centre for Electronic Governance (CEG) and Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad (IIMA) (2004) on Gyandoot has 
advocated some remarkable advantages may be ascertained such as 
lessening hassle, saved time, the priority of getting supports, quickest 
access, removed the incidents of corruption by government officials and 
so on. Later on, Drljaca and Latinovic (2012) revealed a study on 
e-Governance at the UP level and advocated it as a base for an effective 
combination of knowledge-based economy and furtherance of citizens' 
lives in rural areas. So, the benefits of e-Governance at the UP level may 
not only control but also eradicate corruption and build a transparent UP 
management system. "Rural transformation by the establishment of 
community information centers in the rural areas of Nepal: a pilot project 
(Aryal, 2007) is another study. The primary objective of this project, to 
raise awareness of rural community people, how Information and 
Communication innovation can make their better life. The project has 
indicated how the advantages of data and correspondence innovation can 
be reached even o the ranchers. The main point of this project is how 
Nepal can contend with the present world regarding Information and 
Communication innovation. There is another study titled multipurpose 

community Telecenters for rural improvement in Pakistan (Mahmood, 
2005). Here the has seemed about the difficulties and chances of building 
up Multipurpose Community Telecenters (MCTs) in rural regions of 
Pakistan. The author has additionally shown the proposition to create 
MCTs in Pakistan as far as strategy detailing, arranging, the board, 
financing, building, hardware, innovation, administrations, target 
gatherings, showcasing, and manageability. Heeks (2001) found that 
e-Governance carries advantages to developing nations by making 
administration increasingly feasible and dexterous. He examined 
contextual studies from four countries, for example, Chile, the 
Philippines, Honduras, and South Korea. The study plots e administration 
(improving government task), e-citizens and e-services (connecting 
citizens), and external community cooperations (e-society) as vital 
contributions. E-governance can play an essential part in poverty 
elimination, reduce corruption, and low-cost service delivery to the 
citizens (Bertot et al., 2010). Monga (2008) studied e-governance at the 
local, state, and national arena of government. The research further 
explored that e-governance has carried a significant transformation in the 
delivery of service quality, such as ensuring transparency, easy 
proceedings, time-saving methods, decreasing corruption, improving 
office, and record management.

Information services are the lifeblood of cross-communication in 
rural areas of Bangladesh. That is why the role of ICT in stimulating 
economic activity of Bangladesh also been revealed in a few studies, 
including the development project of the government. There are a few 
compositions and reports on the site of Access to Information Project 
(A2I) under the Prime Minister's office and Bangladesh Computer 
Council (BCC). These two associations manage to give and organizing 
the ICT offices all through the nation though the lowest and grassroots 
level of administrative setup. It is worth notable that the facility of 
information and service delivery structure in Bangladesh is centralized 
with branches of organizational units such as sub-district as called 
Upazila and the district. But the majority portion of service recipients 
located in the extreme and distant rural territory. They require to travel to 
and from the places, visit public information offices in person to 
receiving general information services on collecting public records, 
benefits, and welfare, livelihood services called shelter medicine, 
education, health, and agriculture or prices of the commodity (Sarker, 

2013; Faroqi and Siddiquee, 2011). Likewise, because of scanty 
information and communication technology (ICT) penetration in rural 
and remote areas, rural people are deprived of ICT led or internet-based 
services (U.N., 2014). Researchers found that for photocopying, 
computer composes, or printing, sometimes rural people have no way but 
the too-long way, such as offices of sub-district headquarters or nearby 
locations of semi-urban business places (Jabbar, 2009). In reality, many 
rural areas are not ware enough about the potentials of ICT, which may 
change their jacket of traditional life and thus is a must to educate on 
e-services (Sarker, 2013; Rowley, 2006).From a comprehensive 
perspective, extension ICTs can add to the improvement of rural in 
developing nations. In any case, for this, exact instruments should be 
outfitted to understand the maximum capacity by joining ICT projects 
with the more extensive improvement plans and ensuring that nobody is 
abandoned, including women and unprivileged individuals in the general 
public. The outcomes of the study recommend that few focused on ICT 
extends fundamentally developed the condition of women by giving them 
access to various socio-economic opportunities in Bangladesh (Ashraf et 
al., 2011).

The role of UDC has gradually recognized while the state efforts 
look forwards to facilitate the basic wants of rural communities. About 72 
% of the population lives in the rural areas of Bangladesh (World Bank, 
2012). The BBS report (BBS, 2014) stated that UDCs is consist of a 
one-stop information service delivery center owned by the government 
and privately run to serve the rural communities such as reducing 
long-distance, minimizing dependency on market mediators to collect 
information and services as its located to the Union Parishad (UP) UP is 
a very closest place to the rural community. It is blended scope to reduce 
time, cost, removing distance, mitigating barriers of intermediaries, 
improving the magnitude of unresponsiveness, and absence of 
transparency to deliver information or services (Sarker, 2013).Thus, the 
service delivery system at UP can be enhanced radically by the infusion 
of ICT based e-government services and optimize the cost (Iqbal and Seo, 
2008; Ahmed, 2015; Bhuiyan, 2011).

Thus, regardless of various socio-segment imperatives, different 
rural information centers or digital centers are performing a significant 
role in bringing the advantages of ICTs to rural people in rural areas by 
giving valuable information and services including health, education, 

cultivating, and so forth and acting to bringing detached and significant 
zones under inclusion in just in Bangladesh yet also in numerous other 
developing nations (Akther and Georgsen, 2005). Concerning rural 
Bangladesh, Islam and Hoq (2010) revealed the effect of internet-based 
assistance arrangement to the rural population where UDC contributed a 
considerable job. Since access to knowledge and information is a vital 
aspect for progressing agricultural society, it is held that ICTs can 
fundamentally bolster the improvement of rural areas by giving access to 
data and digital services.  We need to connect with progressively 
developed areas inside a developing nation precisely and get 
opportunities in general (Heeks & Bhatnagar, 1999).

Based on the above literature review, it is evident that the UDC may 
play a prime role in developing the rural economy, accelerate the 
governance system, and optimize the cost of services and supports with 
many more benefits. Though thisconcept is comparatively new and in the 
development stage in Bangladesh as well as other developing 
neighboring countries in South Asia, so this study will be shed light in the 
context of Bangladesh.

4. RESEARCH GAP AND CONTRIBUTIONS

Information services are the lifeline of today’s living. The advent of 
technology has leverage the expansion of information flows from capital 
to the remotest part of the country. The research in this field is 
continuously exploring and opening the avenue of scholarly knowledge 
in both academic and practical areas. Previous research has designed on 
qualitative analysis, factors affecting, causes of being unsuccessful UDC, 
demographic hindrances, urban vs. rural focus and concentrated into 
specific fields namely agriculture, e-library, e-governance, addressing the 
problems (Islam & Hoq, 2010; Faroqi et al., 2019; Hoque & Sorwar, 
2015; Chowdhury, S. 2018; Hoq, 2014; Habib et al., 2013; Hoque, 
R.2020; Kumar & Kim, 2017). The current study mitigates the resulting 
significant gap. Firstly, the current research has come out with mixed 
methods of analysis to validate and strengthen the research findings. 
Secondly, the satisfaction of the users on the UDC service surveyed in 
this research is a new addition in the theoretical knowledge in the same 
fields. Thirdly, demographically the socio-economic condition is not the 
same in all areas in Bangladesh. The populations, as well as beneficiaries 

of old districts, are comparatively more significant than others. And, the 
findings of the current study are based on the old region that may be able 
to generalize a practical contextual preview. Fourthly, technological 
development is making a divide in the urban-rural areas. As reflected in 
previous studies, urban areas are quite equipped though the population is 
less. Conversely, the current research has exclusively addressed the 
impact of information services in rural development as a reliable driver of 
economic growth. Fifthly, the emergence of technology in the context of 
Bangladesh is a new area of research. Additionally, the contribution of the 
research has following specific implications:

 Considering the domain of the research the outcome will promote 
the understanding on the role of UDC among the countrywide 
beneficiaries. And, the challenges of UDC unleashed in the 
outcome will disseminate the knowledge, social awareness into 
mass level. 

 The study will encourage the national policymakers to adopt 
appropriate policy or review existing policies on new HRM 
practices which will accelerate the services and support of UDC. 

 It will helpful for the government or local government legislative 
body to facilitate the technology adoption in rural areas. This will 
in turn reduce the technological divide between urban and rural.

 The research may be able to broaden the knowledge of society 
leaders, the private practitioners and consultants, NGOs, rural 
economy researcher, academic discipline about the digital 
services. 

 Finally, the outcome of the research will be an effort to leverage 
the state initiative of socio economic development of the country. 

5.  WORK FLOW OF INFORMATION SERVICES AND DEVELOPMENT

The information system and level of people's knowledge are critical 
elements of rural development. A society only enriched with information 
and learning if there is a regular transfer of information and 
communication among the stakeholders. A British professor, Richard 
Heeks, opined that information is a critical resource for any kind of 
development. Knowledge acts as the connector between individuals to 
control the resources and external-organizations to manage it. So, If there 
is no information system, there would be no linkage, and consequently, 

supplies could not be handled or maintained correctly. In turn, 
relationships with organizations and individuals paralyzed, which blocks 
the socio-economic development as a whole.

ICT can rigorously support the process of rural development through 
facilitating and providing rural communities to underscore local and 
regional development (Heeks and Bhatnagar, 1999).Bangladesh has been 
continuously trying to implement ICT projects in rural areas with the 
assistance of local and international aid agencies. The key priority of all 
projects should be to implement ICT in a rural area rather than 
understanding their impacts at the community level. In a study (James 
2005;2004) revealed that the gap is increasing between people who have 
access and who doesn't.

6. RESEARCHMETHODOLOGY

The research is primarily based on a qualitative and quantitative 
approach. Qualitative data were analyzed using interpretative methods. 
The interpretive approach used in descriptive content analysis and social 
science research in an object to explore the issues and facts pertinent to 
questioning 'why' and 'how' (Orlikowski & Lacono 2001; Macome 2002). 
This research was intended to assess and apprehend the ICT 

implementation, prospects critically, and challenges as this is a national 
charter of the government of the people republic of Bangladesh. 
Following this lead, the current research has targeted agriculture-based 
rural areas and initially considered three Upazilas, including Burichang, 
Brahmanpara, and Debidwarj Upazillas, in the old division of 
Bangladesh. Table-1 shows the typical characteristics of three Upazilas.

Table 1: Contextual data on three Upazilas (Study sites)

On site-observation, interviews with users, and informal 
conversations with focus groups using a self-administered structured 
questionnaire based on Likert five-point scales were executed for primary 
data collection such as 1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree, 
3=Neutral. Primary data collected from a total of hundred (n=100) 
interviews that were carried out with users in the center, supported by an 
interview guide. The number of respondents is selected based on 
convenience sampling techniques. Compared to the number of total 
populations of the area there is no factual data on the real number of UDC 
users. Conveyance sampling is helpful to attain relevant data on time, 
collect information from the knowledgeable respondent, make the 
process easier that allowed the researcher to best bit with research 
objective (Sousa, 2004; Saumure & Lisa, 2008).And, it is suggested that 
the simplest case for large samples should be at least 30 (Gupta & Gupta, 
2010; Saumure & Lisa, 2008). Based on the justification, the researcher 
has chosen non probabilistic convenience sampling and the sample size is 
100.  The UDC operator also helped to choose potential users of service 
to act as the respondent of the research. Prior research attested that the 
story sharing of participants is a recognized tool of capturing the changes 
information as it is interpreted by the participants in light of people's 

intelligence, relationships, continuity of events, cause and effect (Davies 
& Dart, 2005; Willetts, 2007). Following the prescription, this research 
conducted the story and case sharing; group interviews were made to 
collect data from the village users who regularly receive UDC services. 
Physical observations at the centers also took place to gather additional 
data, background knowledge. The six items of the questionnaire are 
extracted to determine users’ satisfaction, from the literature studies of 
previous research (Hoque & Sorwar, 2015; Faroqi et al.,2019; 
Chowdhury, S. 2018; Rahman et al., 2019; Kumar & Kim, 
2017).Secondary data has been searched to clear the understanding and 
insights of the project of the government, official websites, and 
e-services. The period of data collection was from January 2018 to June 
2018.Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS) version 22.0 was used 
analyses descriptive statistics.

7.  ABOUT UNION DIGITAL CENTRE (UDC) AND RURAL 
PEOPLE INBANGLADESH

Bangladesh's government has declared a vision of Digital Bangladesh by 
2021 to ensure digital services at the doorsteps of ordinary people 
(Kashem, Akhtar, & Rahman, 2014).The total number of 4,554 UDC has 
been established at all Union Councils, to accomplish this vision. Most of 
the UDCs have been operative since November 2010. To bridge the gap 
between government services and mass population, to decentralize the 
delivery of public services and to take them to the doorsteps of millions 
of underserved citizens, the access to information (a2i) program under the 
office of the prime minister has launched with the technical support from 
UNDP and USAID. Under these projects, the UDC has established 
among all union councils of Bangladesh (a2i, 2014). The UDC was 
established as a joint venture under access to Information (a2i) project 
and the Local Government Division (LGD) with support and 
collaborations from the United Nations Development Program. The 
principal objective of UDC is to creating and promoting a 
knowledge-based society through facilitating local service delivery 
points. It will able to bring and cater to different government and 
commercial social services to the doorways of the urban community. 
Thus, UDC will be able to lessen the time, cost, suffering of services, 
hassle and will be able to ensure the involvement of a poor section of 

people, men, and women, to obtain, use information services to connect 
them to the information gateways (a2i, 2012). The UDC is an ICT driven 
one-stop service center operated the public-private partnership (PPP) 
model, where rural people can gather multiple types of information 
services through numerous service provider agencies. Mainly there are 
three parties (Entrepreneurs, Beneficiaries, Monitoring Authority) in the 
entire process. (Ahmed, 2015) There are prescribed fees for the delivery 
of the different levels of services, not including access to government, 
commercial, and local government types. To make the service more 
vibrant, ease, and economically friendly, the government has associated 
efforts with cellular phone companies, banks, insurance, and other 
non-governmental organizations (a2i, 2011a). It is quite optimistic that 
UDC is composed of two essential elements: e-government and 
m-government services(Faroqi, 2015). Accordingly, both former and 
latter one is capable of serving through information/services of various 
stages such as 'emerging presence' and 'enhanced presence,' 'interactive,' 
'transactional' and 'integrated' levels (a2i, 2011a; U.N. 2012). The core 
components of UDC is ICT enabled one-stop service provided from 
union councils at union level. There are about 123, 41 young 
entrepreneurs serving at 4,554 UDCs, and fifty percent are women. All 
the entrepreneurs are freelance or self-employed, not paid by the 
government. To the long term survival of UDCs,the aid from government 
agencies, privately-owned organizations have been mobilized through 
collaborative partnerships. In line with that partnership from private 
banks such as Dutch-Bangla, Mercantile, Trust, BRAC bank, One Bank 
facilitating online banking facilities and insurance agencies such as 
Jibonbima Corporation, mobile telecommunication companies such as 
Robi, Banglalink, non-govt. Organizations such as the British Council, 
Practical Action, Ankur ICT Development Foundation, troubleshooting 
support firms such as BCS, Cyber Cafe Association of Bangladesh, and 
many government agencies such as Bangladesh Computer Council, 
Cabinet Division are worth mentionable in this regards.

Providing rural information services, UISC plays a significant role. 
The core objective of UISC is to offer the necessary information to rural 
people. To reduce the difference between urban and rural, information 
Center offers information and commercial services at a low cost.

UDCs have three vital services to offer, and those are information 
services, government services, and commercial services. Government 

services include online birth registration, a supply of government forms, 
circulating government notices, public university admission process, and 
results, recruitment of government offices, data of population census, 
nationality certificate, citizen charter in the local government office,etc. 
Information services include manifold of information to the general mass 
in the areas of health, safety, agriculture, education, law & human rights, 
tourism, environment & disaster management, science & technology, 
industry & commerce, and employment delivered by national 
e-Tathyakosh (National e-Content Repository). Commercial services 
include mobile banking, insurance, photocopy, English language 
learning, computer training, internet browsing, email, printing, scanning, 
compose, laminating, data entry, photography, phone call, Flexiload, 
mobile ringtone download, video show, video conference, projector rent, 
passport & visa processing, height & weight measurement, blood 
pressure measurement, mobile ringtone download, video calling, video 
show, soil test, arsenic test, etc.(a2i, 2013).

A study by a2i has evaluated the impact of the UDCs (see table 1) on 
the service level of each defined category. It revealed that service 
processing time has remarkably reduced and optimized; for example, 
previously, it took 7 to 8 days to obtain a birth registration, but this 
service becomes available within less than 8 hours at UDCs. Similarly, 
the receipt of death registration certificates becomes possible within 5 
hours instead of nearly two days.

Table 2: Service-wise reduction in TCV
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