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Abstract 
 
This paper aims to identify the potential of radio in the context of India as a developing 
nation, using SEWA's experiment with radio programming as an example of a potential 
best practice.  In the process of SEWA's attempt at using radio to reach rural audiences 
with information integral for their development, they inadvertently came across the 
reason why All India Radio's development programs do little to develop communities.  
Using Rudi no Radio as an example, this paper will discuss how this program, in its early 
stages, attempted to use the All India Radio model for developmental programs to 
empower their community of self-employed women across the state of Gujarat.  What 
SEWA found, however, through research, was that in community radio, connectivity is 
the key to empowering communities; in order to move a community to action, they have 
to be provided with an environment conducive to making change.  Just giving them 
information through radio alone is not enough to develop and empower communities; you 
have to engage them, connect with them, give them a voice, and then only will you be 
rewarded with watching them act.   
 
Overlooked by the government, of which All India Radio is an extension, is the use of 
radio as the most powerful medium of communication for India’s underdeveloped 
communities to reach places where televisions and schools may not go.  Poverty and lack 
of opportunity remain the underlying causes of a range of development problems in a 
country like India.  If rural development is, in fact, an agenda on the government's long 
list of national priorities (for the purpose of becoming a more forceful competitor in a 
foreign market, to make the lives of its own citizens better, to come closer in reaching the 
United Nation’s Millennium Development Goals, etc.), this paper aims to show that radio 
is an extremely powerful tool in achieving that agenda.  And vastly underused.    
 
This paper aims to also show the effects of using radio to both inform and educate.  And 
then with the information presented in the forthcoming pages, All India Radio can change 
their programming to be more interactive, or they can give up some of the responsibility 
to other organizations willing to do a better job.   
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1.1: Introduction: The Power of Radio 
 
Parvatiben Rajputh and her family in Soneth village, of Gujarat’s Banaskanta District, are 
all avid radio listeners.  But they haven’t always been.  When her father was younger, he 
only studied up until the 2nd grade because obligations and responsibilities at home called 
to him.  He may have had to halt his formal education, but he still had an interest in 
learning.  So luckily for him, there was a master in his village that took the time to teach 
him things relevant to his own life, like how to keep accounts for farm businesses and 
how to read and write.  When he was raising his own children, who also were unable to 
go to school because it was too far from their farm-home, Parvatiben’s father took it upon 
himself to educate the five of them.   
 
Without any sort of significant formal education, Parvatiben was able to recall a lot of the 
information that she heard in the Rudi no Radio program, which was a one-time case in 
this particular research project.  Generally, when we talked to women and men that had 
little-to-no formal education, their memory was hardly very sharp because they were 
generally not in environments that nurtured education.  But in Parvatiben’s family, her 
father knew the value of education, and took it upon himself to sharpen his children’s 
intellect, and consequently skills, through his teaching.  When Parvatiben wrote a letter to 
the program, she confessed that it was actually not her handwriting because her 
handwriting is not very good.  So she dictated a letter to her brother, who wrote in to the 
SEWA office for her.   
 
From Parvatiben and her family’s example, the Rudi no Radio research team came away 
with the idea that in order to help create an environment in which minds can remain sharp 
and exercised, radio can be an extremely useful tool.  Parvatiben and her siblings minds 
were so strong and they had such an interest in learning new things that the entire 
research team that visited her home was amazed.  This scenario is not the norm in small 
villages, but it was inspiring.  The beauty of radio as a development tool is that it doesn’t 
require one to be able to read and write in order to process information.  It just requires 
them to be able to listen and comprehend.  Effective education is not only restricted to 
schools.  And Parvatiben showed us that.   
 
But Parvatiben is not the only one that recognizes the power of radio.  Kunda Dixit, 
editor of the Nepali Times, says about the medium of radio: “South Asia's born-again 
digiterati will scoff at unglamorous AM radio, but the fact remains that no other medium 
today comes close to matching its reach, accessibility and affordability.”2  According the 
Census Bureau of India, almost ¾ of the nation’s population resides in rural areas; the 
exact proportion is 72%.3  Now imagine all of those areas receiving the same information 
concerning AIDS and its methods of infection (in dialects understandable in those areas 
of course), with communities coming together to discuss the infection and its presence in 
their own villages.  Imagine all of those areas learning about best practices in farming, 

                                                 
2 Dixit, Kunda.  “The Relevance of Radio.”  Speech given at South Asia Kathmandu Conference.  August 
2002.  <http://www.indiatogether.org/opinions/talks/kdixit-02.htm>.   
3 2001 Census Results.  Government of India.  Ministry of Home Affairs website.  
<http://www.censusindia.gov.in/census_online/population.html>. 
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with agro-scientists working in conjunction with village groups to provide hands-on 
education.  Imagine all of those areas not only being connected to information that is 
necessity for their livelihoods and their development, but also playing an active role in 
that development process.  That dream is not even near attainable without the use of 
participatory radio as a means of communication to connect an entire nation.    
 
Dixit ends his conference speech with, “Democracy can only work with participation. 
[And] Participation can only happen with communication.”4 
 
 

   SEWA Organizer Krishna Solanki interviews Rudi no Radio listener Madhuben Khandvi of 
Ahmedabad district on the importance of education in her village. 

                                                 
4 Dixit, Kunda.  “The Relevance of Radio.”  Speech given at South Asia Kathmandu Conference.  August 
2002.  <http://www.indiatogether.org/opinions/talks/kdixit-02.htm>.   
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2.1: Background on the Rural Radio Movement in India5 
 
I turned over another development article in the Indian Express and sighed.  There is 
such big talk about “developing India” but what does that really mean?  And who really 
wants it to happen?  Apparently, the government is not so interested.  Because I know 
what holds the key to India’s development.  And there has been a war raging over it for 
the past better half of a century in India.  Development comes from empowerment.  And 
empowerment happens at the grassroots level.  If the government is so interested in 
empowering its citizens, why not turn to the medium that has the furthest reach, the most 
efficacious approach?  Radio.  And then stop filling its country’s newspaper with articles 
coming from government officials so concerned with the “development of India” when 
they’re not willing to tap into a resource that has been around since the British were 
here. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
5 Resources used for the early history section of the following timeline (unless otherwise indicated) were 
taken from 3 sources: a document titled "The History of Community Radio" by UNDP, “Peripheral Voices, 
Central Concerns: Community Radio in India” by Prashant Sharma, and Kumar Kanchan's “Radio 
Broadcasting Policies in India.”  Detailed bibliographic information on these sources is located in Annex I 
of this report under Works Cited.     
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2.2: The Rural Radio Movement in India: A Timeline 
 

 
1885 

 
 

 
 

1927 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1930 
 

 
 

1932 
 
 

1933 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Indian Telegraph Act was passed, which gives exclusive privileges 
of the establishment, maintenance and working of wireless 
apparatuses to the nation's governing body. (The amended version 
of which is still in use today.) 
 
Indian Broadcasting Corporation (IBC; an amateur broadcasting 
organization) was set up in India, while the country was still under 
British rule.  Community Radio appeared in many forms during 
this time:  

 Decentralized 
 Rural 
 Local 
 Experimental 

 
IBC went into liquidation; Government of India took over 
broadcasting under the name of the Indian State Broadcasting 
Service (ISBS). 
 
Punjab’s Rural Reconstruction Commissioner, Frederick Brayne, 
conducted an experiment in rural radio broadcasting in Lahore. 
 
-Indian Wireless Telegraphy Act was passed, which made the 
possession of radio receivers and wireless equipment without a 
license an offence.  
-As a result of Brayne's experiment, Charles Strickland, former 
registrar of Indian Friendly Societies, suggested the setting up of 
district radio stations for rural development.  These stations should: 

 Use small transmitters 
 Broadcast folk songs and folk theatre in local dialects  
 Provide news on agricultural issues 

 
1935 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Strickland's experiments did not last, and most efforts were 
swallowed up by the then established national broadcasting service 
(ISBS). 
 
Note: Though broadcasting began in India as a private venture, 
even after it rolled into the hands of the British government, the 
Indian princely states were given the right to construct and use 
transmitters and collect fees for receiving sets as specified in the 
Government of India Act 1935.   This governmental grip on radio 
airwaves has continued up to today.    
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1936 

 
 
 
 

1941 
 
 

1947 
 
 
 

1956 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

1957 
 
 

1959-1964 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
-A 20 Kilowatt station was set up in Delhi at 18 Alipur Road as the 
first new center for broadcasting under the new scheme of 
expansion and development of ISBS.  
-ISBS changed its name to All India Radio. 
 
AIR officially moved to what is known today as the Ministry of 
Information and Broadcasting. 
 
India’s independence year; Jawaharlal Nehru, Lord Mountbatten 
and Mohammed Jinnah broadcasted the partition of India on AIR 
airwaves.   
 
Farm Radio Forums were set up in 150 villages across five districts 
of the Western Indian state of Maharashtra as a collaborative effort 
between UNESCO and All India Radio.  In this model, selected 
farmers in villages would meet at an appointed hour, listen to a 
radio broadcast collectively through a community radio set and 
then discuss the content in a setting moderated by a convener.  
This was the first attempt to solicit people’s participation in the 
form of feedback.  
 
AIR became known as AkashVani, which literally means “cosmic 
or celestial voice.”  
 
The Farm Radio Forums movement gained strength, as there were 
7,500 forums working from about 30 radio stations in India, and 
farmers not only gained information on agricultural techniques, 
they were also invited to participate in decision making involving 
their work.  However, after 1964, nothing more was heard about 
these forums.  It is said that AIR failed to capitalize on lessons 
learned from the UNESCO collaborated project and that it just 
remained an experiment (and a quite successful one at that).   
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April 1966 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1966 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1967 
 

1970 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Chanda Committee, appointed by the government to study 
radio and television practices in India, criticized AIR’s program 
policy.  They made the following claims:  

 The government was knowingly overlooking issues 
surrounding development in India. 

 A technical infrastructure built with public resources was 
being misused for propaganda of public policy and as a 
vehicle for setting political agendas. 

 AIR programs are unpopular because there is not a research 
system in place to gauge the quality of programs from the 
listeners’ perspective. The report says that listeners’ 
research is a necessary part of most broadcasting systems, 
and that “without a continuous and intimate touch with its 
audience, a broadcasting system cannot fulfill the purpose 
for which it exists nor can it ensure maximum listening to 
its programs in preference to others.” 

 The UNESCO collaborated project titled Farm Radio 
Forums was very successful in bringing attention to radio’s 
immense potential to carry development messages to poor, 
rural Indian homes.  

 “It is only through institutional change that AIR can be 
liberated from the present rigid financial and administrative 
procedures of government.” 

 
-The year of India’s Green Revolution 
-AIR played a pivotal role in broadcasting information relaying 
new techniques and practices to bridge the gap between 
agricultural innovation and grassroots farmers.  AIR’s broadcasts in 
TamilNadu persuaded farmers to adopt high yielding varieties of 
rice, which lead to the new variety to become known as the “radio 
paddy.”  This was the second example of how AIR had a hand in 
effectively using localized broadcasts to address rural needs, 
specifically the needs of farmers. However, again, this was just 
another short-lived experiment, as the structure of AIR and its 
philosophy behind broadcasting remained top-down.  
 
Vividh Bharti, AIR’s commercial radio service, was inaugurated.   
 
The Government of India “carefully considered” all of the Chanda 
Committee proposals, but in the end declared “the present is not an 
opportune time to consider the conversion of AIR into an 
autonomous corporation.” 
 
 
 
 

Indicorps 2005-2006



 - 10 -

1975 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1982 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1993 
 
 
 
 
 

1995 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Sept., Oct. 

1996 
 
 
 
 

 
 

1997 
 
 
 

 

Former Prime Minister Indira Gandhi declared a national 
emergency in India, during which AIR was misused as a 
‘government organ.’  In her address to AIR station directors, she 
said: “While anybody is in government service, they are bound to 
obey the orders of the government.  If they feel that the government 
policy is not right, they are unable to obey, or they have some 
other views which they want to express, nobody is stopping them 
from resigning and joining any organization where they will have 
that freedom.”  Credibility became less important, as AIR became 
a propaganda tool for the former prime minister and her policies.    
 
News Policy for Broadcast Media was released in May of 1982 as 
the product of an advisory committee that was working to 
restructure media organizations to facilitate a more professional 
outlook in response to the Indira Gandhi ‘state of emergency’ 
episode in 1975.  The guidelines of this publication continue to be 
followed still today.   
 
Indian airwaves were opened up to private concerns.  However, 
licenses were expensive, and only large media organizations with 
considerable economic clout were able to attain them.  Also, 
programming remained focused in urban areas, with an emphasis 
on the benefits of mainstream media and its consumers.  
 
The year of a landmark Supreme Court judgment, in which 
airwaves in India were declared “public property” and were to be 
used to promote public goods and ventilate the plurality of views, 
opinions and ideas.  The judgment, however, in essence said that, 
yes, airwaves are public property, but their use has to be controlled 
and regulated by a public authority in the interests of the public to 
prevent the invasion of their rights.  
 
VOICES, an Indian NGO, brought together 60 people from AIR, 
educational institutions, NGOs, and journalists to debate the issue 
and formulate a strategy to pressure the government to act on the 
1995 Supreme Court judgment by setting up a framework for the 
facilitation of community radio.  The result was the Bangalore 
Declaration on Radio.  The group requested that the government 
grant licenses for NGOs to set up community radio stations.  
 
AIR has 187 broadcasting stations that are catered to by about 300 
transmitters.  Over 97% of the population can access stations on 
AIR’s extensive radio network, which covers about 90% of the 
geographical area of India (Pasha 7)6. 

                                                 
6 Pasha, A.R.  Community Radio: The Voice of the People.  A VOICES 
Publication.  Bangalore, India, December 1997.     
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1999 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Dec. 1999 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

July 2000 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Aug. 2001 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

-The Government of India opened up airwaves to commercial 
broadcasters; Private companies in India would be allowed to set 
up 101 independent FM stations in 40 cities.  Of the 148 
frequencies identified for 40 centers, 40 have been reserved for 
educational channels to be operated by the human resource 
development ministry without the payment of any license fee.  In 
this way, the government covertly ignored the community radio 
push, as heavy license fees are being charged for opening India’s 
first private radio stations, which would keep these spots open 
solely to commercial broadcasters. 
-DDS Initiative started in Andhra Pradesh, in which the Deccan 
Development Society is working with UNESCO on a radio-based 
“Women Speak to Women” project.  The program is run by local 
dalit women who are busy narrowcasting the over 150 hours of 
programs that have been made on issues that affect the surrounding 
75 villages.  A studio has already been made in this area, however, 
the villages are still waiting for the government to grant them a 
license to broadcast programs on radio airwaves.  
 
Birth of KMVS's Kunjal Panchchi KutchJi (the Crane of our 
Kutch) community radio program in the Kutch district of the state 
of Gujarat.  This program uses All India Radio-Bhuj airwaves to 
broadcast their programs in the Gujarati dialect of Kutchi, a 
language which is a point of emotional identification for most of 
the local people.  The majority of the programs that are 
broadcasted on AIR-Bhuj airwaves, which covers the entire Kutch 
district, are produced in the state language of Gujarati.      
 
A Community Radio Consultation was organized in Hyderabad, an 
initiative which called for a 3-tier system of broadcasting in India: 
"a state-owned public service network (existing framework), 
commercial private broadcasting, and non-profit, people-owned 
and managed community radio stations."  There was no movement 
to action from the government.  
 
Chala Ho Gaon Mein, sponsored by two local non-profit 
organizations – Alternatives for India Development (AID) and 
Manthan Yuva Sangathan – began as a community radio program 
in Jharkhand, and reaches 45 villages of the district of Palamau on 
state-owned airwaves.  The initiative will be financially backed by 
The National Foundation for India for the next 10 years.     
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Dec. 2002 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Feb 2003 
 
 
 
 
 
 

March 2003 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Feb. 2004 
 
 
 
 
 
 

April 2005 
 
 

 
 

 
March 2006 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Government of India announced a new policy to grant licenses 
for radio stations to educational institutions that would be willing 
to meet certain guidelines.  (Note: Although the new policy was in 
response to the decade long campaign for community radio, this 
announcement limited the scope of community radio stations to 
educational institutions, making the whole policy read as the 
campus radio policy rather than the community radio policy.)  
 
Mana Radio, in Orvakal village of Andhra Pradesh, which was 
launched 4 months prior with the backing of the World Bank, was 
taken off the air by officials who seized the transmitter saying they 
had received an advisory from the central authority's monitoring 
agency because it has not been licensed and was thus illegally 
owned according to the Indian Telegraph Act of 1885.  
 
UNESCO-supported Namma Dhwani (Our Voices) community 
radio started in Boodikote, Karnataka as an alternative 
broadcasting outlet that uses a roundabout technical solution that 
doesn't violate India's laws.  Namma Dhwani broadcasts cable-
audio casts through villagers' television sets through the use of an 
audio cable that was installed in individual homes.   
 
Anna Radio, 90.4 was launched at Anna University in Chennai as 
the first educational institution to launch a "successful" community 
radio program.  90.4 airwaves reach a radius of 8-10 kilometers 
surrounding the campus, and 10 hours of programs are broadcast 
everyday.  The focus areas of broadcasts include education, health, 
environment, women's issues and community development.  
 
SEWA began its experiment in community radio with a program 
called Rudi no Radio that is broadcast through local AIR airwaves, 
and has seen the impact that an interactive, participatory 
community-oriented radio program can have on developing 
communities.   
 
Bihar authorities shut down the "Radio Raghav" station that was 
founded in 2003 by Raghav Mahto, after the courts ruled that it 
was in violation of the 1885 Indian Telegraphs Act.  Police lodged 
a complaint against Mr. Mahto, and information ministry 
representatives seized his equipment.  The station is believed to 
have been launched for less than $1, and it broadcasted a range of 
education programs, local news and music to a radius of 20 
kilometers around the village of Mansoorpur in Bihar.7
                                                 
7 Tewary, Amarnath.  “The Amazing DIY Village FM Radio Station.”  
BBCNews Online. February 24, 2006.  <http://news.bbc.co.uk/go/pr/fr/-
/2/hi/south_asia/4735642.stm>.   
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2.3: Definition of the Four Institutionally Recognized Players in the 'Radio for Rural 
Development' Movement 
 
Player #1: All India Radio (AIR)/Akashvani8 
 
All India Radio, officially established in 1936 as AIR and in 1957 as Akashvani, exists 
today as a Government of India monopoly as it controls the majority of the nation’s 
airwaves.  AIR is a semi-commercial, government-owned operation of the Ministry of 
Information and Broadcasting.  Today, AIR broadcasts national and local programs in 
Hindi, English and sixteen different regional languages through five regional offices 
across the country.  (The North Zone in New Delhi; the North-East Zone in Guwahati, 
Assam; the East Zone in Calcutta; the West Zone in Bombay; and the South Zone in 
Madras.)  AIR has developed into one of the largest media networks in the world, as it 
consists of a network of 209 broadcasting centers (which include 113 regional and 76 
local radio stations).  The broadcast coverage of 89.66 per cent by area is received by 
98.84 per cent of the people in 24 languages and 146 dialects in home service. 
 
According to AIR’s mission statement, the government monopoly strives to: “To provide 
information, education and wholesome entertainment, keeping in view the motto, 
‘Bahujan Hitaya, Bahujan Sukhaya,’ which means the benefit and happiness of large 
sections of the people.”  Under this statement, they propose to:  

 use the medium of radio to uphold India’s democracy 
 present objective information concerning local, state, national and international 

issues 
 promote the interests of the country as a whole keeping in mind the diverse 

culture of this nation 
 produce programs that aim to “awaken, inform, enlighten, educate, entertain and 

enrich”  
 produce programs relating to developmental activities and all their facets 
 serve the rural, illiterate, developing classes through radio programming 
 promote social justice and combat exploitation 
 and promote national integration.   

 
The benefits of AIR/Akashvani rural development programs include:   

 Cuts across the technologically/electrically connected barrier; radio can reach 
homes that are not connected to the outside world by phones or electricity.  

 Cuts across the illiteracy barrier (as information dissemination occurs in a way 
that does not require one to be know how to read or write).  

 Programs are made by professionals in the field of radio broadcasting, and thus 
are, in theory, acoustically pleasing to listeners.  (Although often times, 
professional urban broadcasters often have limited knowledge of rural 
development issues.)   

 
According to AIR’s website, the majority of programming coming out of their station 
includes news, music and spoken work programs.  In specific reference to AIR’s 
                                                 
8 All information from this section was taken from the All India Radio website: www.allindiaradio.org.  
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programming in the rural development arena, a goal towards which they have been 
working for on and off since their inception in 1936, All India Radio produces a number 
of in-house programs that aim at providing information to village areas across the 
country.  Specifically, in the case of All India Radio Ahemdabad-Vadodara, one in-house 
production, titled Khedut Mandal, gives advice and information to farmers relevant to 
their crops and weather patterns.  Another few, Rang Rang Vadaliya, Yuva Vaani, 
Sahiyar, and Vadlo, all aim their messages at children, youth, women and elders in that 
order.   
 
To establish connections with their audience, AIR uses three methods: research, letters 
and phone calls.  Within AIR departments, there exists the ARC, or the Audience 
Research Cell, department. This first method of research, however, is less about the 
qualitative impact of individual programs, as AIR-Ahm.’s Research Unit leader Manubhai 
Solanki tells me, but rather more about the quantitative numbers of listeners in terms of 
actual listening vs. normal listening and frequency of listenership.9  He said that AIR 
generally does not research individual programs to find out their impact, use or effect at 
the grassroots level, unless there is an order that comes from the national government to 
do so.  And generally then, the research is still conducted along the same quantitative 
methodology unless otherwise indicated by the national government funding body.     
 
The second method, letters, is also quite limited.  If listeners would like to write letters 
into any program that AIR broadcasts, they are invited to, but AIR neither sends responses 
back to them nor tries to maintain that connection with their listeners in any other way 
besides airing their letters on an in-house production called “Savinay Vinanti Ke.”  
Generally in this set-up, listeners pose questions to AIR through letter, and AIR attempts 
to answer them on this program.  The third method of establishing a connection with their 
audience is “Savinay Vinanti Ke”-related, as AIR also accepts phone calls from listeners 
that have questions they want to ask guest experts on air.  However, these phone calls are 
not recorded prior to programs; there is a particular time period during which listeners 
have to call in to ask questions, and if they do not call within that time slot, they cannot 
get in touch with AIR broadcasters.            
 
Bharat Rajgor, a newsreader for the AIR-Ahm. News Department, tells me that up to ten 
years ago, AIR would go into rural areas and arrange concerts with the local people, 
making use of their local, musical skills.  But now due to recent financial crunches, they 
stopped within the last five years.10  He also recalls that his station used to invite people 
from rural areas into the AIR studio in Ahmedabad to record their localized, musical 
talents to be used for broadcast.  And in compensation, AIR would not directly pay the 
rural musicians for their recordings, but rather send checks to the municipal schools in 
the artists’ villages.  However, this practice also stopped about five years ago due to 
budget cuts.11 

                                                 
9 Solanki, Manubhai.  Head of Research Unit at AIR-Ahmedabad-Vadodara.  Personal Interview.  10 May 
2006. 
10 Rajgor, Bharatbhai.  Newsreader for All India Radio-Ahmedabad-Vadodara.  Personal Interview.  20 
April 2006. 
11 Ibid.  
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Player #2: Community Radio (in its purest form)  
 
Community radio is defined, simply, as “radio which is of, by and for the community.”12 
Specifically, community radio is a people’s radio that not only perceives people as the 
listeners of media content, but also as the creators and the producers of programs.  
Community radio is distinguished from other radio initiatives by three primary elements: 
not-for-profit, community owned and managed and community participation.13  
Community radio is generally a low-cost, low-powered and local reach initiative that 
addresses issues relevant to the particular communities that it is serving.  
 
The benefits of community radio are as follows:  

 Cuts across the technologically/electrically connected barrier; radio can reach 
homes that are not connected to the outside world by phones or electricity.  

 Cuts across the language barrier, as community radio endeavors generally operate 
on local dialects. 

 Cuts across the illiteracy barrier (as information dissemination occurs in a way 
that does not require one to be know how to read or write).  

 The range of broadcasting is usually within the 15 kilometer radius, which allows 
for a more holistic approach to development, as communities tend to develop as 
groups instead of individually.   

 The two-way participatory process allows for more sharing of information 
amongst the community (as opposed to disseminating of information), which not 
only allows a platform for feedback from community members, but sows the 
seeds for people’s governance.  

 The potential for communities’ development is optimal, as community radio 
initiatives tend to work for the foundational, basic rights of community members.  

 The costs associated with setting up a community radio initiative are economical 
and sustainable.  

 In the end, community radio can create enormous opportunities for growth and 
poverty reduction.  

 
The Government of India has not been in favor of de-monopolizing their stronghold on 
radio airwaves in India to members of rural populations since back when the Indian 
Telegraph Act of 1885 was passed, stating that the Central Government has the exclusive 
privilege of “establishing, maintaining and working telegraphs.”14  That act still remains 
in practice today, as the government is very wary of giving airwaves to rural areas.  Their 
reasoning stems from three primary issues: concerns about technological issues, social 
hierarchy related concerns, and last, the majority of the concern seems to revolve around 
the issue of national security.15  The government fears that legalizing broadcasts by 
private agencies might be of aid to groups with separatist agendas.  Then the danger 
                                                 
12 “Concept Note on Community Radio.”  UNDP Community Radio Network website.  2004.  
<http://www.communityradionetwork.org/toplinks/archives/con.%20note%20on%20CR>.  
13 “Background Paper on Community Radio in India.”  A UNDP Publication. 
<http://www.undp.org.in/events/CRadio/Bgnd_Nt_Cmmty_Rdio.pdf>. 
14 Sharma, Prashant.  “Peripheral Voices, Central Concerns: Community Radio in India.”  21 August 2002.  
< http://www.thehoot.org/story.asp?storyid=webhoothootL1K0821021&pn=1>. 
15 Ibid.  
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would be that these groups would be in a position to further their agendas, and the 
government will have helped facilitate it by legalizing community radio.16  However, 
Media anthropologist Prashant Sharma believes this premise is fundamentally flawed 
because “disaffection occurs largely when a group is marginalized or disenfranchised.”17  
He says that if anything, community radio would become a catalyst of the integrative role 
that a government should be playing in the development arena.  Sharma says that the 
government’s fear here is unsubstantiated because it should be working the other way 
around; a nation that consists of empowered communities is, by nature, more secure.     
 
In India, there are a few organizations that can be classified as community radio stations 
in the purest sense.  

 DDS in Pastapur, Andhra Pradesh – primarily uses the narrowcasting approach; 
emphasis is entirely on involvement of a community of illiterate, dalit women.  
Programs are recorded at the DDS studio in Pastapur, and then sent to 75 villages 
in which DDS works, where members of the DDS sanghams sit and listen.18  
Since its inception in 1999, seven years later DDS is still waiting on the 
government for their application for a community radio license to pass.  

 Namma Dhwani in Budikote, Karnataka – uses all three forms of participatory 
programming: AIR Channel broadcasting, cable connections in villagers' homes 
and group listenings in the form of narrowcasting.  The two elements that make 
Namma Dhwani a community radio initiative in the purest sense are the audio-
cable connections in village homes and the narrowcasting factor.19    

 
Because of the vast potential of the medium of community radio and its impact on 
development, NGOs, development organizations and educational institutions have also 
begun exploring their power to attempt to effectively use radio airwaves to make a 
difference.  From these initiatives is where the community radio hybrid initiatives stem.     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
16 Sharma, Prashant.  “Peripheral Voices, Central Concerns: Community Radio in India.”  21 August 2002.  
< http://www.thehoot.org/story.asp?storyid=webhoothootL1K0821021&pn=1>. 
17 Ibid.   
18 “Community Radio Initiatives in India.”  UNDP Community Radio Network website.  2004.  
<http://www.communityradionetwork.org/>. 
19 Ibid. 
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Player #3: The NGO/Akashvani Enterprise 
 
To build a community radio station, or even to fill out an application seeking a license 
from the government to acquire your own airwaves, is not an easy task.  Often times, 
NGOs may not have the infrastructure, the expertise or the training to take on the 
endeavor of having so many hours per day of broadcast time that needs to be filled.  And 
so was born the NGO/Akashvani Enterprise, a sort of hybrid of the community radio 
initiative in India.  In this case, AIR branches lease weekly time slots to NGOs, in which 
it is up to the NGO organizers to create a program.  Relying heavily on audience 
feedback and input from field workers, these programs are written, directed and produced 
by a team of professional-on-some-level communicators that are working in association 
with the NGO.  In this scenario, the response to the program has generally been quite 
positive.  And NGOs often maintain connections with their listenership through various 
means, including conducting field interviews for the purpose of broadcast, similarly 
conducting phone interviews, inviting listeners to the studio for recordings, maintaining 
written correspondence with consistent listeners, narrowcasting in listeners villages, and 
through the conduction of qualitative research.  In this model, there is little involvement 
of listeners in the direct production or broadcast of the program, however the response to 
these programs has been very positive.  The benefit of this approach is that there is a 
wider reach when using AIR airwaves to communicate with an audience.  If an NGO is 
extremely dedicated, the community participation element will exist, the degree of which 
depends on the dedication of the NGO, however, in this model, there is less of the 
community ownership element. 
 
The benefits of the NGO/Akashvani Enterprise are as follows:  

 Cuts across the technologically/electrically connected barrier; radio can reach 
homes that are not connected to the outside world by phones or electricity.  

 Cuts across the language barrier, as community radio endeavors generally operate 
on local dialects. 

 Cuts across the illiteracy barrier (as information dissemination occurs in a way 
that does not require one to be know how to read or write).  

 The range of broadcasting is greater (and can even cover entire states in some 
cases), making the reach wider, and thus the probability of messages reaching 
more listeners is greater.  (Although this compromises the holistic approach of 
development in favor of the more individualized approach depending on the 
degree of dedication of the NGO.)   

 The two-way participatory process allows for more sharing of information 
amongst the community (as opposed to disseminating of information), which not 
only allows a platform for feedback from community members, but sows the 
seeds for people’s governance.  (This benefit, again, depends on the dedication of 
the NGO.)   

 The semi-professionalism factor (or rather, the access to professional broadcasters 
factor) often allows the messages being broadcasted to be acoustically pleasing to 
listeners, and often times more listeners will tune in because of the entertainment 
factor, thus effectively widening the program's reach.     
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 In the end, this approach to community radio can create enormous opportunities 
for growth and poverty reduction, depending on the degree of dedication of the 
NGO.  

This community radio model is the model that SEWA decided to attempt most recently in 
April 2005.  However, there are two other organizations that have garnered nationwide 
attention that have also been working with AIR to broadcast their programs on higher 
frequencies:  

 Kutch Mahila Vikas Sanghatan’s Kunjal Panchchi KutchJi in Gujarat – KMVS in 
the Kutch district of Gujarat bought a 30-minute time slot on AIR Bhuj in 1999 
and trained some of their NGO’s organizers to be community reporters for a radio 
program called Kunjal Panchchi KutchJi (The Crane of our Kutch).  They have 
gained a wide amount of popularity in that area and have aroused the attention of 
the community through special investigative features on local issues, including 
water, literacy, alcoholism, healthcare, etc.20 

 AID-Bihar’s Chala Ho Gaon Mein in Jharkhand – Even though AID-Bihar has 
bought a 30-minute time slot off the local AIR station in Daltonganj, their 
approach to the task of development in the district of Palamau in Jharkhand is 
quite different than KMVS’s.  For the Chala Ho Gaon Mein program, local 
volunteers were trained to conduct interviews for broadcast and villagers are 
encouraged to come and see how programs are being produced by their own 
neighbors who had come forward to volunteer.21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
20 “Community Radio Initiatives in India.”  UNDP Community Radio Network website.  2004.  
<http://www.communityradionetwork.org/>. 
21 Ibid. 
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Player #4: Educational Institutions 

In December of 2002, the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting deregulated airwaves 
for the educational sector by offering to grant not-for-profit, non-commercial radio 
station licenses to educational institutions across the country.  There is a lack of clarity in 
the terminology that was used in this effort, as the government termed these "community 
radio" stations, whereas the rules and regulations of the stations match what is known as 
"campus radio" across the world.22  However, even after these airwaves were opened up 
for educational institutions to grab a hold of, ministers in Delhi were still quite wary of 
the idea of allowing private, unregulated community radio within the borders of a country 
like India.  According to freelance journalist Frederick Norhona, a Washington Post 
article that was printed soon after the February 2004 launch of first educational institution 
in India to obtain one such license (Anna University of Chennai), one such minister was 
quoted as saying: "We have to tread very cautiously when it comes to community radio. 
As of today we don't think that villagers are equipped to run radio stations. People are 
unprepared, and it could become a platform to air provocative, political content that 
doesn't serve any purpose except to divide people. It is fraught with danger."23 
 
Interestingly enough, it is not easy to obtain a broadcasting license under this legislation; 
the procedure for application is elaborate.  Each submission is required to go through four 
departments (the Ministries of Home, External Affairs, Defense and Human Resource 
Development) for clearance, after which the Telecoms department allocates a frequency 
for station operation.24  Moreover, once airwaves are finally granted to educational 
institutions, implementation coupled with expensiveness adds to the difficulties 
associated with sustainability.   

On September 30 of 2005, the Mudra Institute of Communications, Ahmedabad (MICA) 
received the go-ahead from the government for broadcasting programs as a licensed 
community radio station. Programs air on MICA Vaani, which transmits its programs at 
the frequency of 90.4 MHz to a five kilometer radius surrounding the campus. 25  The 
license was granted on the premise that MICA Vaani would use airwaves to broadcast 
programs that promoted rural development in the villages that surround the campus.  Ravi 
Dixit, former head of the Broadcasting Management Program at MICA, said in an 
interview for the Business Standard that the new station has two primary objectives: first, 
to allow MICA students hands-on training as managers and producers in the realm of 
radio broadcasting, and second, "All this in keeping with the essence of a community 

                                                 
22 Community Radio in India: Step by Step.  A VOICES and UNDP Publication, 2004.  
<http://www.communityradionetwork.org/leftlinks/comm_radio_hdbk>.    
23 Noronha, Frederick.  “Ten Years Too Late, Community Radio in India Yet to Meet its Date.”  29 March 
2004.  <http://www.communityradionetwork.org/toplinks/archives/CR_to_meet_its_date>.   
24 Community Radio in India: Step by Step.  A VOICES and UNDP Publication, 2004.  
<http://www.communityradionetwork.org/leftlinks/comm_radio_hdbk>.    
25 Thakkar, Mitul.  “Mudra School Radio Goes on Air.”  Business Standard.  27 September 2005. 
<http://www.business-standard.com/bsonline/storypage.php?autono=201357>. 
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radio station that is in the community, about the community, for the community and by 
the community."26   

Mahima Sud, a first year post-graduate student at MICA, is a current volunteer for the 
new radio program there. Mahima has worked primarily on the programming and 
production aspects of the broadcasts.  She says the entire group is about 60 volunteers 
large and everyone comes together to research, plan for, and implement programs that 
attempt to involve the rural communities surrounding the campus.  But Mahima, a native 
of Bangalore, says that is quite difficult to do when only four volunteers of the 60 can 
speak in Gujarati.  And of those four, only one is from Ahmedabad.  The other three are 
from Bombay and have accents that are different from the dialects of the local area they 
are serving through their program.  So when they go in the field to conduct interviews or 
try to galvanize villagers' interest in coming to the studio for recordings, the language 
issue becomes a problem.  "Villagers understand about 80% of our Hindi – if the terms 
are simple enough – and then they speak back in Gujarati, which we sometimes don't 
even understand."27  In addition to the language barrier, Mahima also sees issues 
regarding the sustainability of these government-licensed community radio stations at 
educational institutions.  There are often days when they have no content to fill the three 
hours of airtime they have per day because when exam time rolls around, coupled with 
the fact that garnering villagers to play a more active role is difficult for many reasons, 
MICA Vaani is not high on anyone's list of priorities.  She fears that the regulations on 
outside advertisements that would bring in foundational revenue for the program, as well 
as the lack of monitoring of MICA Vaani's activities by the licensors themselves, will 
affect the both the effectiveness and sustainability of 90.4 airwaves.28  
 
Along with the government's move to open up airwaves in 2002 to educational 
institutions interested in building rural communities, they gave IGNOU (the Indira 
Gandhi National Open University) the task of coordinating the licensing in 40 cities 
across India.29  The last I heard, only 21 had been granted.  The list of the institutions that 
obtained broadcasting licenses through this legislation, as well as their challenges and 
successes, was not easily available for reference.  I apologize for the lack of this 
information in this report.       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
26 Thakkar, Mitul.  “Mudra School Radio Goes on Air.”  Business Standard.  27 September 2005. 
<http://www.business-standard.com/bsonline/storypage.php?autono=201357>. 
27 Sud, Mahima.  2nd Year Student at MICA, the Mudra Institute of Communications, Ahmedabad.  
Personal Interview.  2 April 2006.  
28 Ibid.  
29 Menon, Jaya.  “Building Communities on the Airwaves.”  (as a part of the India Explained, India 
Empowered series.)  The Indian Express.  14 September 2005. A1.  

Indicorps 2005-2006



 - 21 -

 
3.1: SEWA's Attempt to Educate through Radio, General Background   
 
The Self-Employed Women’s Association is defined as a movement, rather than an 
organization.  Founded in 1972 in Ahmedabad, Gujarat, SEWA is a trade union of low-
income women who earn their livelihoods in the informal economy.  SEWA’s primary 
objectives are to increase the self-reliance as well as the economic and social security of 
its members.  To pursue these goals, SEWA organizes its membership into trade 
organizations and cooperatives, provides services of various kinds, advocates for change 
in the wider policy environment, and builds institutions to manage and sustain its 
activities.  Over the years, SEWA has built a sisterhood of institutions including: SEWA 
Union, SEWA Bank, SEWA Cooperative Federation, SEWA District Association, 
SEWA Social Security, SEWA Housing, SEWA Marketing and SEWA Academy.    
 
Within the sisterhood organizations of SEWA, the SEWA Academy has been the focal 
point for capacity building, communications and research efforts since 1991.  And since 
then, SEWA has found that communication plays a very crucial role in the development 
and struggles of poor, women workers.  Communication services prove to be the 
backbone of SEWA’s efforts in grounding and establishing the voices of its members.  
More importantly, communication serves to help mainstream the issues and achievements 
of low-income women.  From this, public opinion is formed in their favor, which in turn 
influences policy decisions.  
 
Under SEWA’s Communication umbrella within the SEWA Academy fall four 
categories: print, video, electronic and radio.  SEWA currently publishes a fortnightly 
newsletter called Ansooya, as well as another called Akash Ganga, which is aimed at an 
audience of adolescent girls.  They additionally have a very established Video SEWA 
unit, in which women put together documentary type videos for both informational and 
public policy use.  And last under the Communication department, SEWA posts a bi-
monthly newsletter on its website at www.sewa.org.   
 
The SEWA Academy has come quite far in maintaining a sense of connection with their 
members.  However, SEWA believes that they are leaving a potential audience out: the 
poor, illiterate, self-employed workers who do not own televisions.  Considering the fact 
that the combination of low-cost and wide-reach makes radio an ideal medium of 
communication in developing countries, SEWA Academy's interest in the community 
radio movement in India materialized in 2005 with a rural development program aimed at 
the self-employed women throughout Gujarat.  They found that while the print medium 
requires literacy skills, the electronic medium requires computer skills, and the 
video/television medium requires the possession of a television, which is quite expensive, 
the medium of radio was an untapped source of education and communication to even the 
remotest of villages in India. 
 
Rudi no Radio 
As a result of both SEWA’s original thoughts, and then later, their observations, SEWA 
assembled an informal team of organizers with creative talents to develop pilot programs 
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in radio broadcasting.  On April 16, 2005, SEWA broadcasted its first community radio 
program, entitled Rudi no Radio (Rudi’s Radio), a weekly 15-minute program produced 
and broadcast by organizers of SEWA for a rural audience.  In each episode, Rudiben is 
informally sitting and talking with local members of her village about things that affect 
them as women and as laborers.  The program is symbolically named after the first 
member of SEWA who worked to spread SEWA’s wings to rural areas.  In that spirit, the 
program extends to the Ahmedabad-Vadodara area on the government regulated All India 
Radio-Ahmedabad (AIR-Ahm.) airwaves, and gauging from listener response, SEWA 
estimates that 500,000 listeners are tuning in weekly for the show.  At any given time, 
there are up to four people working on the program, and they spice up the scripts with an 
element of entertainment that both serves to effectively educate and affect members of 
the rural community. 
 
The way the program was set up at the beginning, Rudi no Radio had 30 slots on AIR-
Ahm.’s airwaves, paid for by SEWA.  Saturday, November 26, 2005 marked the 30th 
show.  After the pilot program, based on listener response letters, SEWA decided to keep 
the show running in its same weekly slot.  Each show has its own topic.  For example, 
some of the topics covered so far include: nutrition, environment, the practice and 
benefits of gram haat (which is the utilization of local businesses and local products), and 
water harvesting methods, just to name a few.  For Rudi no Radio’s October 8th show, 
entitled Women’s Power, Jotikaben from the village of Bayad came to Ahmedabad to talk 
in the show about how women in her village took it upon themselves to fix broken hand 
pumps when the men refused to.  Now that the men have seen it done, and much more, 
done by their very own wives, Jotikaben says that their husbands are more willing to 
listen to the women now than they were before.  Additionally, as it is now, the radio 
department receives anywhere from 25-50 letters and phone calls weekly from avid 
listeners who tune in to their show and have something positive to say about it.  
 
For many reasons, SEWA has decided to take a different approach in communicating 
with their rural audience.  After the 30-episode pilot program, SEWA organizers were 
interested to find out how effective Rudi and her friends really were in reaching, but more 
importantly affecting, its listeners in Gujarat.  SEWA wanted to find out the issues 
affecting their audience – be they health issues, social issues both in and outside of the 
home, cultural issues, sanitation issues, monetary issues – and find out the most effective 
ways to help them overcome these.  Connecting in all ways possible to their audience 
was, and continues to be, SEWA's end goal. 
 
But first before we take a look at the results of some of that research, let us see a timeline 
of events that illustrates how difficult and time consuming it was for an organization as 
large as SEWA to work with the inefficient, bureaucratic framework of India to break into 
the community radio movement.     
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3.2: Timeline (from Idea to First Broadcast)  
 

1988 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1996 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sept.,Oct. 
1996 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Dec. 1996 
 

 
 
 
 

March, May 
1997 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

An idea was born.  Elaben Bhatt, the founder of SEWA, was on an 
assignment for the National Commission for the Self Employed that 
took her traveling through many villages in India.  There, she got a 
firsthand look at some of the well-known advantages as well as 
lesser known disadvantages of radio for India's rural communities.  
Radio was indeed the most comprehensive, furthest reaching 
medium for communication at that time, but there were two other 
issues: most radio sets in villages at that time were not as cheap as 
they are today, and additionally, they were more commonly owned 
by panchayats ("village mayors") and not villagers.  The idea of 
using radio as a means of communication for self-employed 
women was born, but the lack of direct benefit to self employed 
women did not warrant further pursuance.   
 
The talk of starting up a SEWA Radio unit to communicate to self-
employed women started again, as by this time radio was the 
cheapest method of electronic communication in India.  However, 
the lack of government structure at this time only prodded SEWA 
to begin building radio contacts, as opposed to ardently attempting 
to get involved in the radio movement.  
 
Two SEWA organizers attended the VOICES-sponsored workshop 
on radio broadcasting in India, of which the outcome was the 
Bangalore Declaration on Radio, which requested that the 
government grant licenses for NGOs to set up community radio 
stations.  However, again, because the radio broadcasting situation 
in India was uncertain, SEWA chose not to get involved right 
away.   
 
After the Bangalore Declaration of Radio was released, SEWA 
attendees of the Bangalore workshop organized a presentation on 
the environment of community radio in India, and ideas for a 
SEWA community radio station started materializing.  They even 
went as far as to give the station a name: SEWA Vaani.  
 
Two big workshops on radio broadcasting policies in India were 
held again with the hopes of favorable legislation being passed, but 
as nothing was, SEWA stepped back and waited for government 
support to emerge.  
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Jan. 26, 2001 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2002 

 
 
 
 

2003 
 
 
 

2004 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sept. 2005 
 
 
 
 
 
April 16, 2005 
 
 

Sept. 2006 
 
 

An earthquake with a magnitude of 6.7 on the Richter scale shook 
the state of Gujarat.  Through SEWA's rehabilitation efforts, they 
again saw the importance of radio.  Villagers in the regions of 
Kutch, Gujarat that sought safety during the rumbles of the quake 
told SEWA organizers that it was only because of radio that they 
were saved; when all other communication links went down, radio 
remained.  They heard through the radio what areas were badly hit 
and what areas needed to retreat from their homes and seek safety.  
SEWA saw the immense benefits of radio in crises situations and 
began compiling the costs associated with building a radio station.  
However, SEWA got caught up in the rehabilitation work the 
earthquake left behind through its other branches.      
 
The state of Gujarat faced another crisis situation when riots broke 
out in Ahmedabad post the Godhra train incident.  SEWA's 
energies got sucked into this and radio was again put on the back 
burner, as national broadcasting policies still had not changed.  
 
Through various other SEWA projects, coupled with the 
environment of technology's role in India's development, SEWA 
began catching the ICT bug.   
 
SEWA began actively pursuing their potential involvement in the 
community radio movement.  A SEWA organizer began 
researching the environment of radio broadcasting in India by 
attending forums and meetings and visiting NGOs already 
involved in radio broadcasting.  She presented her findings in the 
form of a "Possibilities for SEWA's Involvement in the Radio 
Movement" paper. For reasons concerning reach, SEWA chose the 
NGO/Akashvani Enterprise model, and began organizing a radio 
department at SEWA Academy, composed of organizers with a lot 
of passion for radio, but no official training in radio broadcasting.  
 
SEWA began having conversations with Indicorps, an organization 
that calls in qualified NRIs to their country of origin to spend a 
year serving at an Indian NGO.  SEWA drafted a radio project 
description with Indicorps that detailed their need for an individual 
that had a experience in the field of communications.    
 
SEWA broadcasted its first community radio program, entitled 
"Rudi no Radio," from AIR-Ahmedabad-Vadodara airwaves.   
 
The Indicorps fellow joined SEWA, and has since been working to 
push SEWA's radio initiative forward through training organizers 
in the fundamentals of radio broadcasting and helping to measure 
the effectiveness of their program at the grassroots level. 
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