Australian Journal of Basic and Applied Sciences, 5(11): 1193-1200, 2011
ISSN 1991-8178

The Role of the Offices of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in the
Rural Sustainable Development of Meshkinshahr Township

'Nasrollah Molaei Hashjin, 2Mehdi Mohammadi

!Department of Human Geography, Rasht Branch, Islamic Azad University, Iran.
“Geography and Rural Planning, Payam Nour University (PNU) Center of Birjand

Abstract: The present research aims at surveying the role of ICT offices in sustainable development of
Meshkinshahr rural areas. This research is descriptive- analytic and data collection has been done
through library resources and internet searches along with surveying methods. The data gathered are
analyzed by SPSS software. The sample population includes 234 persons from 14 selected villages
having ICT offices. Findings and regression results indicate positive effects of ICT offices on villagers'
use of services, marketing, products matched with market needs, paving way for new jobs, rise in
income, creation of jobs related to ICT, increasing opportunities, capacities, and variation in rural
economy, empowerment, negative effect of electronically used services, creation of local markets,
production of new handicrafts, establishment of mentally light activities, reduction in migration,
keeping university graduates, effective and balanced use of basic resources, and participation. The
findings resulted show that the villagers have used information services and especial services of offices
less than the basic services. Thus, regarding various facets at village level, the effect of ICT offices has
not been very comprehensive.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1960s, countries were divided into developed and undeveloped ones. In 1970s, the world was divided
into the first and third countries and 1980s, the world was divided into more developed and less developed
countries, and finally, in 1990s, the world was divided into industrialized and being industrialized. Today,
however, the sequence of countries' development depends on their triggering the changes in countries, getting
into knowledge-based societies, and their role in generating information, capital circulation, and management of
knowledge (Javan, 2007: 13).

Due to the growth in communication technology and overwhelming need to different forms of information,
the second half of the twentieth century was a turning point to a new era in which human society was
desperately dependent on circulation of information and on-time dissemination of information. The most
distinguishing feature of this era is higher speed and dependence on information as raw material needed by
farmer, industry and development. Unlike the era of industrial civilization in that work relationship was based
on work division, work specialty, and one-dimensional work affairs, a kind of comprehensive view
overshadowed this new era.

Currently, the structure and economic conditions governing world countries depict more interactional
relationship with the phenomenon of information and technology governing it (Mohseni, 2007: 185).

Only if this technology expands in all parts of society is the potential merit of it achievable. Nevertheless,
what is it is agreed upon is that the decade of globalization can improve the functional ability of this technology
for villagers and the ability of the developing countries (Shams, 2004: 61).

In strategies for having sustainable development and unified societies, enjoying the structure of programs
related to the architecture of information and management of knowledge available now in the ground of
information technology and communication has high priority. So, various functions of development can easily
be evaluated in a tight link with the functions of information technology and communication (Mohammad
Gholinia, 2009: 3).

Some researches talk about the importance and necessity of ICT with regard to the functions and services
presented by it in rural areas and consider different points like social development, higher ability of villagers in
making decision, rural expansion of villages and local markets, reduction in the effects of natural disasters and
plant plagues, preservation of environment, empowerment of poor villagers, heightening life quality,
decentralization, and providing work from far distance as the most important functions of rural ICT.

One of the problems and obstacles of materializing goals of rural sustainable development completely goes
back to villagers' inadequate and lack of knowledge about resources and potential capacities of their
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surroundings in order to have optimal and desirable utilization of those capacities and recourses in fulfilling
their variety of needs (Fazelnia, 2003: 23).

Today, compiling and arranging policies and strategies of developing ICT is of prime importance to many
countries, especially developing ones (Nouri, 2003: 9).

In the present research, rural ICT offices of Meshkinshar have been surveyed. The results of censuses in
1996 and 2006 show that in the time interval between these two censuses, the number of villages has reduced to
314 out of 403 and rural population of 114220 persons has reached 90359. These figures indicate some
problems that caused the evacuation of villages and migration to cities. If authorities and planners find no way
to it, this process can result in unpleasant consequences. One of the strategies to which rural planners have paid
attention as a result of recent developments is the use of information technology and communication.

The main goal of the research is to evaluate ICT offices in rural sustainable development.

Methodology:

Regarding the function and quality, the present research is descriptive-analytic. The process is based on
collection of data and information, classification and organization of data, and analysis and conclusion. To
collect data related to theoretical discussion, internet searches and library studies are used, and to have access to
experimental data and information, questionnaire, interview, and direct observation are utilized. Combined
questions and Likert scale are used in questionnaire and in the measurement of variables respectively.

The subject population of research includes all rural ICT offices in Mehkinshahr. Based on statistics gained
from rural ICT offices, the number of villages having ICT offices is 49. Thus, by excluding villages of no ICT
offices random sampling was used in determining the total sample. Out of 49 villages and 19119 persons, 14
villages and 234 persons were selected respectively.

The following four hypotheses are proposed in the present research:

Hypothesis 1: Establishment of ICT offices plays more effective role in making variations in economic
activities of rural regions.

Hypothesis 2: Establishment of ICT offices plays more effective role in presenting needed services to
people of rural regions.

Hypothesis 3: By making the grounds for job creation, ICT offices play more effective role in fixing
population and reducing villagers' migration.

Hypothesis 4: Regarding functional variations, rural ICT offices cause rural sustainable development
through promoting economic, social, cultural, and environmental indicators.

Based on the type of variables and indicators determined, simultaneous multi- regression test was used in
testing hypotheses.

Theoretical Principles:
Concept of Development:

The phenomenon of development and undevelopment has been one of controversial discussions in socio-
political domain since the end of World War Il and has provided the ground for studies related to development
(Jomehpour, 2006: 51).

In defining development, Brookfield says: The currently general process in this ground is that development
can be defined in terms of advances toward welfare objectives such as cuts in poverty, unemployment, and
injustice (Azkia, 1995: 7).

According to Schumacher, development does not start with material goods. It starts with people, their
training, with organization and discipline. Without these three, all resources are left intact, hidden, and
unconsumed (Papeli, 2007: 37).

Spenser and Marks believed that human societies are moving from a lower stage to a higher stage. Societies
are either passing this stage and have passed it or will pass these monotonous stages (Azkia, 2005: 27).

According to Azimi, in order to recognize the concept of development which entails signs of economic
development, the concept of development should be attended along with the concept of civilization (Azimi,
2004: 31).

Finally, it can be concluded that development is both a concrete and abstract concept on which basis a
society provides tools to reach better life through a mixture of social, economic and institutional processes
(Todaro, 2004: 26).

In general, prevailing patterns of development can be classified as growth pattern in recent fifty years(50s),
redistribution of resources or structural patterns (60s), patterns of providing basic needs (70s), and pattern of
sustainable development (80s, and on) (Alavizadeh, 2007: 191)

Sustainable Development:

There are over one billion poor people in the world that have no access to resources, education, health care,
infrastructure, and... needed to improve living condition. There are also skill-based and optimistic views that
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have caused excessive use of natural resources, greedy and exaggerated consumption of resources, especially
non-retainable resources and have disturbed the balance of ecosystems. These are two important issues that
expose all achievements of sustainable development (Zahedi, 2009: 17).

Sustainable development has been proposed in the world scientific societies since 70s. (Azarbayejani, 2003:
17).

The most frequently used definition of sustainability is the definition given by the world commission of
environment and development in 1978: A development which fulfills all requirements of present generation
without damaging the abilities of future generation.

Sustainable development means management and preservation of natural resources and directing
institutional and economic developments in such a way that present and future needs can be constantly provided
( Estilaji, 2002: 31).

Not only is sustainable development a comprehensive sequence population, society, resources, and
environment, but also it has a more complex link with justice among generation. Therefore, it is necessary that
all variables be taken into account on one coordinated and common basis.

Rural Development In Iran:

Researchers of rural development in Iran argue that industrialization and urbanization as rebuilding
programs have been the dominant patterns of development after World War 1l. So, development plans were
affected by three patterns of "growth of capitalization”, "structuralism", and "fulfillment of basic needs" before
revolution. After revolution, development plans were affected by people-oriented, justice and independence
seeking objectives which followed theoretical framework of neoclassic and had static attitude toward issues. In
these general frameworks, economic, social, spatial, physical, and comprehensive approaches were tried in Iran.
We still witness rural undevelopment in Iran, however (Afrakhteh, 2006:160).

Polices taken about planning rural development in the country after or before the victory of Islamic
revolution (1948-2004), have not only been able to cover pivotal objectives of villages, but also have caused
increase in injustice and gap between city and village, economic poverty, low income against mush work and
effort, hidden and obvious unemployment, and aborted migration from villages to cities, especially big cities
(Molaie Hashjn, 2007: 65).

Thus, in recent years, more attention has been paid to socio-economic development, skills and modern
technologies among which extensive programs for ICT development can be named. The distinguishing features
of this period of rural development are attention to people's participation in rural management, expansion of
knowledge and technology especially information and communication technology, development of human
resources and economic development, job creation, reduction of poverty, and desirable implementation of
programs to reach developmental goals in rural regions ( Behzadnasab, 2008).

Rural Sustainable Development:

In the third millennium, one of the fundamental challenges of sustainable development is rural development
(Rahmani, 2007). Rural sustainable development includes distribution of benefits of development among the
poorest people like small-scale farmers, farmers of no land, and other groups of deprived people in rural regions.
Regarding the multi-dimensional aspects of activities of rural sustainable development, it can be known as
"comprehensive development” (Mohammadi Ashtiani, 2008:78)

Nowadays, none of the strategies of rural development can reach much success without attention to some
sustainable objectives (Saberifar, 2006: 219). Rural sustainable development is the balancing point in
materializing development goals in each environmental, social, and economic dimension. This issue had created
a disagreement among dimensions of development in old patterns.

Accepting the general framework of rural sustainable development we can propose the basic elements of
rural sustainable development plan that consists of security, informing, participating, independence, enabling,
responsibility, freedom of action, variation, unanimity, equality, efficiency, and efficacy (Seidaie, 2008: 102). In
recent years, Iran's rural society has experienced harsh changes and developments and these continue to be in
coming years with higher speed and depth. Some of these changes are self-emerging and result from necessities
and tendencies of rural societies for adjusting with ever-changing condition of our time (Yadghar, 2004:83).

Based on the last report of Iran's census bureau (2006) around 22.8 million people, 32 per cent of total
population, live in 68000 villages. Regarding development, rural population resides in an unsustainable
environment and geographically, they live in small and dispersed habitats. Over 65 per cent of rural population
lives in regions fewer than 250 people. These two characteristics of Iran's rural society, small and dispersed
villages, have hindered presenting many of the services due to low population and caused problems with the
accessibility of villagers to services present in other regions (Kalantari, 2007:103).

Present documents and proofs indicate that there has been minimum attention to development of human
beings and rural habitats in Iran, and rural areas have been in an unequal condition regarding having access to
opportunities, resources, and benefits of growth and development (Rezvani, 2003:268). Therefore, due to
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realities, index of present condition, coming opportunities and challenges, it is necessary to have a strategy of
sustainable development to achieve developmental objectives in rural areas and societies.

Information and Communication Technology:

Information and communication technology is of skill type by which it is possible to transfer skills by
electronic systems to consumption section (Shohratifar, 2008: 65). Information and communication technology,
in fact, is said to be a collection of software, hardware, network and connection facilities to reach desirable
information (Omidi Najafabadi, 2006: 86).

The term digital gap refers to the gap between those who have access to information and communication
technology and those who do not (Mc Clure, 2008). Global differences in accessing to internet and other
information and communication technologies have led to digital gap between those who own it and those who
are deprived of having it. This is the result of social and economic differences in societies. Van Dijk claims that
issues like digital skills, analysis of culture, type of life, and daily patterns of life should be studied to
understand the concept of digital gap (Furuholt & Kristiansen, 2007).

The world meeting of information society (2003) emphasized desperate filling of the digital gap. Since most
Asian and oceanic people live in rural regions, filling this digital gap between cities and villages is one of the
responsibilities to help people move toward informational society (Sam King, 2009). The highest level of
accessibility to communications and information technology starts with Sweden with 85 per cent and ends with
Nigeria with 0.04 per cent. Having 3.3 per cent cell phones, 77.1 level of literacy in adults, a wide band of 8.4
percent, 4.8 per cent internet, and no subscriber of high speed internet, Islamic Republic of Iran is the 87"
country with average level of accessibility (Nouraienejad, 2006). Note that the gap increases relatively; that is,
the deprived group gains some information (Razzaghi, 2006: 177-178).

Variables of Physical infrastructure such as post and telecommunication offices, telephone, public library,
scientific magazine and newspaper stands, information houses which indicate the level of village enjoyment of
informational infrastructures are noticed in this regard (Fazelnia, 2003:24-25).

Rural Information And Communication Technology In Iran:

Undoubtedly, development of ICT in villages is one of the objectives paid attention in summit meetings in
Geneva and Tunisia within the plans of informational society. The distribution plan of 100- dollar computers
contributed with MIT University and the United Nations is another sign of world attention to rural information
society (Ashrafi, 2007:4).

Rural ICT offices started working in villages having necessary infrastructure and facilities after directions
and necessary measures were compiled and taken in related ministries (Dehghani, 2009:7)

Rural ICT is, in fact, a space in which all governmental services like communication services, post, post
bank, and information technology can be accessed by villagers (Tarkemeh, 2009: 1-2).

Table 1: Services presentable in rural ICT offices in Iran

Special services of offices
Agricultural services
Recreational and tourism services Business services
Health care services Educational services
Informational services
Information on security services Information on business services
Information on health care services Information on judicial services
Information on educational services Information on recording services
Basic services of offices
Home and cell phone services Post services
Bank services ( post banks) Computer services

ICT and Rural Sustainable Development:

Looking at the basic elements of rural sustainable development we can find out that the issues mentioned
are some of the functions of rural ICT offices and researchers have talked a lot about their importance and
necessities. These are the most important functions of rural ICT offices. Thus, it can be concluded that rural ICT
offices play as tools for reaching rural sustainable development that is very comprehensive in character.

Research findings:
Scope of the study:

The city of Meshkinshahr is located at the latitudes and longitudes 47° 15" to 48° 14" Eastern longitudes and
38° 12" to 38° 50" Northern latitudes. This city is surrounded by cities of Germi and Ahar, Azerbaijan Republic,
cities of Sarab and Ardabil, and cities of Ahar, Haris from north, east, west and south respectively. The altitude
of this city is 1625 meters, and the highest point of it is the Sabalan Summit in Sabaln Heights and has four
towns and twelve villages.
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Individual and General Characteristics of Respondents:

According to statistical estimates, 62.4 and 37.6 per cent of respondents were men and women
respectively.42.6 and 57.4 per cent of respondents were married and single respectively. Based on the data
collected, 2.6 and 97.4 per cent of respondents were illiterate and literate respectively. Regarding the level of
education, 9.8, 2.6, 10.3, 19.2, 30.3, 24.8, and 0.4 per cent of respondents were at elementary, junior, high
school, diploma, post diploma, BA/BS, MA/MS or higher respectively. Of respondents, 45.7, 17.9, 30.3, and 6
per cent were active in agriculture, ranching, working and servicing respectively.

Degree of Villagers' Knowledge of ICT offices:

Regarding the findings about the rate of information of villagers on services of ICT offices, most priorities
go to the services of these offices, and telecommunication and post bank services were the next, and the least
ones go to familiarity with different internet services and the government's counter plan.

Degree of villagers' use of ICT offices:

Findings indicate that the degree of villagers' use of services such as paying bills of water, gas, and
electricity was the highest. The degree of their use of telecommunication services, telephones, and post bank
services was the second priority, and business, and electronic commerce services were at lowest degree.

Economic effects of ICT offices:

Findings indicate that the degree of reduction in expenses due to receiving services from these offices was
the highest. The degree of expanding opportunities, capacities, and variations in village economy and marketing
was next to it. The lowest effect goes back to the production of new handicrafts and establishment of local
markets.

Socio-cultural effects of ICT offices:

Findings indicate the degree of reduction in villagers’ commute to cities had the highest effect. Expansion
and development of people’s participation and local institutions in the process of decision- making , planning,
and empowering vulnerable class of people, especially women and the youth were the second priorities.
Reducing migration through supporting producers of handicrafts and keeping graduates in villages through
creating related jobs had lowest socio-cultural effects.

Environmental effects of ICT offices:
Findings indicate the degree of increase in villagers’ awareness of environmental effects was the highest,
and the lowest effect goes to effective and balanced utilization of basic resources.

Physical effects of ICT offices:
Findings indicate the degree of reduction in villagers’ access to offices which is physical effect of ICT
offices was the highest, and the lowest effect goes to the appearance of village like house, shop, and street.

Discussion and Conclusion:
To study the effects of establishment of offices in making variations in economic activities in rural regions
multi-varite regression analysis was used. Results found out of this analysis are displayed in following table.

Table 2: Results found out of simultaneous analysis of multi-variate regression

Mo Source of Sum Deg. R R2 E Level of
del change of squares Of freedom significance
Regression 74.072 5
Rest 15965 228 0. 0.3 0.000
1 5 563 17 21.156
Sum 231 233

Supposing that R2 is common variance of the variables of variations in economic activities and level of
significance, as shown in table 2 in F test of regression model, is less than 0.01, the linear regression model is
meaningful. As a result, one of the variables of variations in economic activities has a meaningful linear
relationship, and the first hypothesis; that is, the establishment of ICT offices plays more effective role in
making variations in economic activities of rural regions, is accepted.

Hypothesis 2: Establishment of ICT offices plays more effective role in presenting needed services to
people of rural regions.

To study the effects of establishment of ICT offices in presenting needed services to people of rural regions,
multi-varite regression analysis was used. Results found out of this analysis are displayed in following table.
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Table 3: Results found out of simultaneous analysis of multi-variate regression

M Source of Sum Deg. .
odel change of squares Of freedom R R2 F Level of significance
. 232.24
Regression 3 9
1 Rest 40.240 224 09 08 143.644 0.000
272.48 23 52
Sum 3 ' 233

Supposing that R2 is common variance of the variables of variations in making grounds for villagers’ job
and income, and level of significance, as shown in table 3 in F test of regression model, is less than 0.01, the
linear regression model is meaningful. As a result, at least, one of the variables of needed services to people of
rural regions has a meaningful linear relationship in predicting the effect of establishing ICT offices, and the
second hypothesis; that is, the establishment of ICT offices plays more effective role in presenting needed
services to people of rural regions, is accepted.

Hypothesis 3: By making the grounds for job creation, ICT offices play more effective role in fixing
population and reducing villagers' migration.

To study the effects ICT offices in fixing population and reducing villagers’ migration by making job and
income, multi-varite regression analysis was used. Results found out of this analysis are displayed in following
table.

Table 4: Results found out of simultaneous analysis of multi-variate regression

Mo Source of Sum Deg. R R F Level of significance
del change of squares Of freedom 2 g
Regression 29.444 5
1 Rest 114'32 228 0.4 0. 11.7 0.000
35 205 44
sum L3170 233

Supposing that R2 is common variance of the variables of variations in making grounds for villagers’ job
and income, and level of significance, as shown in table 3 in F test of regression model, is less than 0.01, the
linear regression model is meaningful. As a result, at least, one of the variables of making grounds for villagers’
job and income has a meaningful linear relationship in predicting the effect of establishing ICT offices.
Therefore, the third hypothesis; that is, ICT offices play effectively in fixing population and reducing villagers’
migration by making job and income, is accepted.

Hypothesis 4: Regarding functional variations, Rural ICT offices cause rural sustainable development
through promoting economic, social, cultural, and environmental indicators.

To study the effects of establishment of rural ICT offices in rural sustainable development, multi-varite
regression analysis was used. Results found out of this analysis are displayed in following table.

Table 5: Results found out of simultaneous analysis of multi-variate regression

M Source of Sum Deg. R R2 F Level of
odel change of squares Of freedom significance
Regression 33.050 4
Rest 37344 229 0.2 0.0 0.001
1 6 5.067
406.49 8 81
Sum 6 ' 233

Supposing that R2 is common variance of the variables of variations in rural sustainable development, and
level of significance is less than 0.01, the linear regression model is meaningful. As a result, at least, one of the
variables of promoting economic, social, cultural, and environmental indicators has a meaningful linear
relationship in predicting the effect of establishing ICT offices. Therefore, the fourth hypothesis is accepted.

Conclusion:

Regarding the findings about the rate of information of villagers on services of rural ICT offices, most
priorities go to the basic services of these offices such as telephones, telecommunication, and post bank services,
and the least ones go to familiarity with different internet services and the government's counter plan. About the
villagers' use of needed services, the basic services of offices such as paying bills, and telecommunication and
post bank services had first priorities and electronic services such as health, business, and electronic commerce
had the least priorities. Villagers' use of office services caused reduction in their commute to cities. Keeping
graduates in villages through creating related jobs was the last priority, however. Regarding environmental
effects, villagers’ awareness of environment was the highest, and the lowest effect goes to effective and
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balanced utilization of basic resources. And, regarding physical effect of ICT offices, villagers’ access to offices
is the highest, and the lowest effect goes to the appearance of village. Creating grounds of new jobs with giving
the villagers the newest information raising the villagers' income through cutting the role of dealers, creating
jobs related to ICT had positive effect, and reducing migration through supporting producers of handicrafts and
keeping graduates in villages through creating related jobs had negative effect. With regards to findings and
regression results, the effects of ICT offices on the economic, socio-cultural, environmental dimensions, and
eventually on rural sustainable development were not very comprehensive. Knowing that this technology is
quite new to rural societies, making attempt to inform villagers of various services available in ICT offices,
emphasizing more familiarity of villagers with basic informational and communicative services, giving out
information on merits and advantages of using services of ICT offices, attempting to make extensive
advertisement for services by authorities, training villagers on how to use the services better, acquainting
villagers with information giving services and special services of rural ICT offices, and providing needed
equipment in ICT offices can influence villagers' better enjoyment and more suitable use of services.
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