
 

 

 The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), which leads the present National 

Democratic Alliance (NDA) government, is pursuing a digitalisation 

drive to transform India into a digitally empowered society and 

knowledge economy. Such a turnaround, when achieved, will place 

India in a formidable position to compete with other countries in the 

global market, driving a paradigm change in the 21st century Digital 

Age. The estimated allocation of the Union Budget 2019-20 for the 

'Digital India programme’ i  has been increased to ₹3,750 crore, a 

marginal rise from ₹3,073 crore in 2018-19 and ₹1,407.19 crore in 

2017-18.The priority areas that the government plans to improve this 

time include new technologies, and especially Artificial Intelligence 

(AI), Internet of Things (IoT), and robotics. ii  Despite such high 

budgetary support, the journey towards digitalisation faces various 

technical, geographic and administrative challenges, particularly so 

when as regards North East India.  

The North East Region (abbreviated as ‘NER’) of India is distinctive 

from the rest of the country in terms of geography, climate patterns 

and socio-cultural practices. Many a time, this region so rich in natural 

resources is viewed as a unitary bloc. However, the eight states 

comprising the region – Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, 

Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura and Sikkim – differ greatly 

from one another. During the past decades, all these states fared poorly 

on various socio-economic indicators such as railway and road 

density,iii per capita consumption of electricity,iv number of educational 

institutions, enrolment in school,v and so on. This has resulted in an 

overall backwardness as compared to the rest of the country. Even 

though there was no lack of sound government policies and schemes 

for benefiting the region, many of them met local obstacles in 

execution and a few did not even materialize.  
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For instance, the North East Industrial & Investment Promotion Policy (NEIIPP), initiated by the 

United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government on April 1, 2007, for a period of 10 years, offered special 

fiscal packages to investors to set up business in the region. However, local terrorism and ethnic conflict 

largely prevented private capital investments beyond a few industrial units neighbouring urban centres. 

m Brotherhood and other such Islamist organizations in recent years has drawn the ire of its neighbours. 

Qatar's Arab neighbors, as well as Egypt, consider these groups to be terrorist organizations and they are 

also critical of Qatar's blossoming friendship with Iran. As such and beginning in June last year, an “Anti-

Terror Quartet” comprising of Saudi Arabia, Egypt, the UAE and Bahrain launched an embargo against 

the emirate. Several of these countries are among the world’s largest sand exporters. 

 

In the long-term, this could impact Qatar's ability to complete the infrastructure necessary for the 2022 

FIFA World Cup.  

 

Qatar isn’t alone. Sand demand in the Gulf Countries is expected to more than double between 2010 and 

2020.  However, Qatar has a tight deadline if it hopes to finish the infrastructure needed for the World 

Cup in-time.  

  

In South Asia similar efforts might be more effective than a sand subsidy. Studies have shown that plastic 

waste, a major source of pollution in South Asia, could be recycled into construction aggregates. Glass 

could also be recycled into sand. 

  

Thus, the future of sand supply is more concrete than it might appear at first. As sand prices rise, the 

market will naturally move to adjust or new sources will become available - even if Asia’s leaders have 

their heads in the sand. 

The NDA government from the time it came to power in 2014 invested greatly in trying to bring about 

a makeover to the region. It made commitment towards building both physical and digital connectivity 

between India and ASEAN,vi many of which infrastructure will involve the NER – for example the 

extension of the Bairabi-Sairang railway line to Hmawngbuchhuah so as to connect with the under-

construction Kaladan Multi-Modal Transit Transport Project (the KMMTTP linking India with 

Myanmar.), etc.       

On 2 December 2018, Prime Minister Narendra Modi inaugurated the 4.94-km-long Bogibeel Bridge 

over the Brahmaputra River in Assam, India’s longest and Asia’s second longest rail-cum-road bridge.vii 

In his inauguration speech Modi stated that "The delayed infrastructure projects were adversely impacting 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/313403408_Utilization_of_plastic_bottle_waste_in_sand_bricks
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hm6o2oKE6V4
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India's development trajectory. When we assumed office, we added speed to these projects and worked 

towards their quick completion.” He further added that “The Bogibeel bridge is not just any other bridge 

but a lifeline for lakhs (millions) of people of Assam and Arunachal Pradesh”  

This latest thrust by the Indian government to build mega infrastructures in the NER, both cross-border 

and inside the country, clearly shows the interest in turning the region into an economic hub located at 

the crossroads of South Asia and Southeast Asia. Nevertheless, its hilly terrain, interspersed with valleys 

and plains, still makes the movement of passengers and goods difficult. Further, there exist problems 

regarding a widespread lack of electrical connectivity, especially in villages,viii and limited broadband 

internet penetration (via optical fibre or via satellite wireless).ixThese factors continue to limit the ease of 

doing business in the region. Now that the BJP is part of the government in most states,x the national 

government should actively coordinate with state governments so as to improve the social and business 

environment, as well as harness available geo-strategic advantages linked to becoming an inter-regional 

business hub.  

Digitalisation could be a cost-effective and efficient way to tread this pathway. It basically translates in 

the mass adoption of connected digital technologies/services by both enterprises, consumers and 

governments. It enables any unprocessed information or data to be electronically transformed into 

“digital data", which could be instantly searched, identified, accessed, retrieved and updated by users 

when needed. It is a relatively niche topic within information and communication technology (ICT), but 

its demand has significantly grown in wide-ranging sectors over the last few years. It has started acting as 

a key economic driver that accelerates economic productivity, promotes innovation, improves market 

transparency and facilitates job creation. Examples of digitised resources are cloud management software, 

machines equipped with digital sensors, online service channels, and many more (including the ones 

currently in experimentation mode and yet to enter the mainstream market).  

Digitalisation is becoming the accepted ‘new normal’ across the world. Not only are private sector 

companies embracing the new technologies, but public sector entities and common citizens as well are 

lending support by using these technologies so as to perform various activities. India, as most other 

countries, has started treading the digitalisation path, especially with the recent price slashing of 3G and 

4G internet costs by data services providers. Further with Aadhaar - the biometric and demographic data-

based authentication for individuals - gradually becoming mandatory for all resident Indians, digital 

transactions of all kinds are becoming widely popular. Aadhaar and Aadhaar-enabled services such as the 

Aadhaar Enabled Payment System (AEPS) are now being used for various public purposes, such as 

digitising government subsidy flows (G2P [government-to-person] payments);disbursing LPG subsidies 

under direct benefit transfer (DBT), issuing of passports, voter identity cards and other forms of ID, and 
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so on. 

Despite the euphoria over digitalisation across India, the NER is still reeling in relative ‘digital darkness’ 

when compared to the rest of the country. Assam, Meghalaya and Nagaland have not fully started issuing 

the Aadhaar to their respective populations, which is mostly due to local political issues. The latest report 

on the State/UT wise Aadhaar saturation, published by Unique Identification Authority of India 

(UIDAI), places all states in NER at the bottom rung. 

State/UT wise Aadhaar Saturation 

31st August, 2019 

Sl 

No. 

State Name Total Population 

 

(Projected 2019) 

Number of Aadhar 

Assigned  

(2019 Live) 

Saturation % 

   

2019 (Live) 

25 Tripura   4,112,223  3,652,010   88.8% 

26 Mizoram   1,222,134  1,077,719   88.2% 

29 Sikkim     680,721    579,039   85.1% 

31 Manipur   3,048,861  2479806   81.3% 

32 Arunachal Pradesh    1,548,776  1,226,447   79.2% 

34 Nagaland  2,218,634  1254925   56.6% 

35 Meghalaya  3,320,226    955,701   28.8% 

36 Assam 35,080,827  5,304,423   15.1% 

   Total  49,781,695 13447366   65.3875% 

                                             

Source: www.uidai.gov.in 

This means all these states present some of the lowest enrolment rates in the country. The region lags 

cable TV digitalisation as many cable TV distributors and subscribers are still operating in analogue mode, 

knowingly or unknowingly flouting the government ban on analogue cable TV.xi Moreover, it has poor 

on-the-ground telecom connectivity, and almost insignificant digital innovations in the 

telecommunication services - although the Comprehensive Telecom Development Plan for North-

Eastern Region is currently in effect.xii 

At this juncture, the Indian government (both national and NER state governments) need to urgently 

consolidate partnerships with the private sector and local communities for digitising all sectors of the 

economy in the region. While private companies mostly have an edge over other entities on the 

technological side of digitalisation, it is local communities that mostly determine the success of any digital 

service/ technology. Together they should initiate digitalisation all along the power-industry value chain, 

http://www.uidai.gov.in/
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from generation to distribution and demand-side management. They should incorporate digitalisation in 

cross-border highway projects, such as the under-construction India-Myanmar-Thailand (IMT) corridor, 

so as to ensure effective monitoring of real-time cargo traffic and road transportation. They should apply 

digitalisation in agriculture and forestry as the region is the richest reservoir of plants (even crops) in the 

country, which would then make the sectors become more efficient and productive.  

In sum, it is recommended that all stakeholders in NER should work closely and with a common goal of 

generating greater socio-economic value through the incorporation of advanced digital technologies in 

different sectors.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

i Digital India, a flagship programme of Narendra Modi led NDA government in India, was rolled out 

on 1st July 2015. Under the programme, the government of India has spent Rs 1,452.70 crore 

(FY2015-16), Rs 1,217.65 crore (FY2016-17) in pursuit of wide-ranging endeavours connected to 

digitisation of the country’s economy. (See: https://digitalindia.gov.in) 
 
ii  Verma, Shubham, (2019, July 8). Budget 2019: Digital India to see 360-degree facelift as 

government envisions an advanced India, Financial Express, 

https://www.financialexpress.com/budget/budget-2019-digital-india-see-360-degree-facelift-

government-envisions-advanced-india/1636362/ 
 
iii  Transport Development in the North East, (2013). National Transport Development Policy 

Committee, Planning Commission, Government of India,  

http://planningcommission.nic.in/sectors/NTDPC/voulme3_p2/transport_dev_v3_p2.pdf  

 

https://digitalindia.gov.in/
https://www.financialexpress.com/budget/budget-2019-digital-india-see-360-degree-facelift-government-envisions-advanced-india/1636362/
https://www.financialexpress.com/budget/budget-2019-digital-india-see-360-degree-facelift-government-envisions-advanced-india/1636362/
http://planningcommission.nic.in/sectors/NTDPC/voulme3_p2/transport_dev_v3_p2.pdf
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iv Executive Summary of Power Sector (2019). Central Electricity Authority, Government of India, 

http://mdoner.gov.in/content/monthly-capita-consumption-north-east-states-2004-05-base 

v Statistics of School Education 2010-2011, (2012). Ministry of Human Resource Development 

Bureau of Planning, Monitoring & Statistics, Government of India, 

http://mhrd.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/SES-School_201011_0.pdf 
viA Year of Smart Diplomacy: Milestones 2015, (2015, December 22). Ministry of External Affairs, 

Government of India, http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=133723 

vii PM Modi inaugurates Asia's second longest rail-road bridge in Assam; will cut travel time to 

Arunachal (2018, December 25), Business Today, https://www.businesstoday.in/current/economy-

politics/pm-modi-inaugurates-longest-railroad-bridge-in-assam-will-cut-travel-time-to-

arunachal/story/304123.html 

 
viii "Un-electrified Villages as on 31-05-2015," (2015, October 1). Government of India, 

https://community.data.gov.in/un-electrified-villages-as-on-31-05-2015/  

 
ixNortheast region lagging behind in BharatNet optical fibre connectivity, admits Manoj Sinha, 

(January 16, 2018), The Indian Express, http://indianexpress.com/article/north-east-india/northeast-

region-lagging-behind-in-bharatnet-optical-fibre-connectivity-admits-manoj-sinha-5027326/ 

https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/rural-india-lags-internet-penetration-only-17-cent-have-

access-deloitte-india-74888   

 
xSingh, Bikash (2018, December 11). With Congress’ defeat in Mizoram, BJP says Northeast has 

become ‘Congress Mukt’, Economic Times, 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/elections/assembly-elections/mizoram-assembly-

elections/with-congress-defeat-in-mizoram-bjp-says-northeast-has-become-congress-

mukt/articleshow/67048508.cms  

 
xi  Circular: Dated 30/03/2017, Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India, 

http://southgoa.nic.in/Analogsignals.pdf  

 
xii The Comprehensive Telecom Development Plan for North-Eastern Region, executed on September 

10, 2014, has entailed an estimated expenditure of Rs 5,336.18 crore for the region to be funded from 

the Universal Service Obligation Fund (USOF). 

Press Trust of India, No takers for North East Telecom Development plan, (2016, September 25). 

Business Standard, http://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/no-takers-for-north-east-

telecom-development-plan-116092500228_1.html  

 

Comprehensive Telecom Development Plan for North-Eastern Region, (2014, September 10). 

Cabinet, Government of India, http://pib.nic.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=109540  
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