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YES, in TIFR we can :

The Saga of Global E-Mail Connectivity in India

Rajiv V. Gavai
T. I. F. R.

Mumbai

Three decades ago, the era of global email connectivity began in India from TIFR.

Funding was a lot more scarce then, and scepticism about utility of such a

connectivity was in plenty. Some ”Young Turks” from TIFR made a difference,

and got it rolling. It could only happen in TIFR, and our system still can do it

again, if required.
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A Spark
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The Alternative Truth ?
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Situation in late 1986

• Joined TIFR in November 1986.

• My collaborators then were in BNL, New York and Boston University, USA as
well as in Germany.

Special ASET Colloquium, TIFR, Mumbai, September 26, 2019 R. V. Gavai Top 4



Situation in late 1986

• Joined TIFR in November 1986.

• My collaborators then were in BNL, New York and Boston University, USA as
well as in Germany.

• When I was in USA, I was already using BITNET to communicate with them
by e-mail, and ARPANET to submit jobs to supercomputers in Livermore.

• Witnessed Tremendous slowdown in communications with collaborators after
coming back: Weeks to exchange manuscripts by airmail, and days to get ideas
across by telex.

• No fax machines; No DHL/FedEx!! Even for Speed-Post, one needed a
signature from a Professor to send one.

Special ASET Colloquium, TIFR, Mumbai, September 26, 2019 R. V. Gavai Top 4



Sample Messages
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Sample Messages
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Setting the Ball Rolling

• A lot of frustration about delays, wastage of time..

• Venting it out in discussions in West Canteen, TIFR Sea Shore....

• Constructive suggestion came out of this churning : Why Can’t We, to How
Can We at TIFR have Global E-Mail Connectivity.
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Setting the Ball Rolling

• A lot of frustration about delays, wastage of time..

• Venting it out in discussions in West Canteen, TIFR Sea Shore....

• Constructive suggestion came out of this churning : Why Can’t We, to How
Can We at TIFR have Global E-Mail Connectivity.

• Designed & Conducted an Institute-wide survey.

• Assess if only a small set of scientists felt so constrained.

• List the purposes for which BITNET may be necessary/useful tool.
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Questionnaire
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Questionnaire
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Following up Survey

• Encouraged by results of our survey, a letter was submitted to Director, TIFR,
requesting action for E-mail connectivity for TIFR.

• Prompt Action by the Director : One Day meeting organized on March 2, 1987.

• MTNL & VSNL executives, NCST Director (Prof. S. Ramani), other local
institute’s representatives were invited, and participated.
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Following up Survey

• Encouraged by results of our survey, a letter was submitted to Director, TIFR,
requesting action for E-mail connectivity for TIFR.

• Prompt Action by the Director : One Day meeting organized on March 2, 1987.

• MTNL & VSNL executives, NCST Director (Prof. S. Ramani), other local
institute’s representatives were invited, and participated.

• RVG made presentation, to explain, “What BITNET is, Why it is needed, and
How it is helping scientists abroad”.

• Key slides from that presentation :
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• Prof. Ramani described their efforts on ERNET, a UNDP project by 5 IITs,
NCST, IISc and DoE.
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• Prof. Ramani described their efforts on ERNET, a UNDP project by 5 IITs,
NCST, IISc and DoE.

– Use of ERNET then was very restricted. Not only to those institutes, but
even specifically only to the named PIs from there.

– Was it Education & Research by NETwork, as we users envisaged ?
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• Prof. Ramani described their efforts on ERNET, a UNDP project by 5 IITs,
NCST, IISc and DoE.

– Use of ERNET then was very restricted. Not only to those institutes, but
even specifically only to the named PIs from there.

– Was it Education & Research by NETwork, as we users envisaged ? or
– Was it Education & Research on NETwork, as computer scientists would

wish ?
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• Prof. Ramani described their efforts on ERNET, a UNDP project by 5 IITs,
NCST, IISc and DoE.

– Use of ERNET then was very restricted. Not only to those institutes, but
even specifically only to the named PIs from there.

– Was it Education & Research by NETwork, as we users envisaged ? or
– Was it Education & Research on NETwork, as computer scientists would

wish ?
– Fair to say that it was then completely the latter.
– Nevertheless, existence of network expertise in India was very encouraging.
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• Prof. Ramani described their efforts on ERNET, a UNDP project by 5 IITs,
NCST, IISc and DoE.

– Use of ERNET then was very restricted. Not only to those institutes, but
even specifically only to the named PIs from there.

– Was it Education & Research by NETwork, as we users envisaged ? or
– Was it Education & Research on NETwork, as computer scientists would

wish ?
– Fair to say that it was then completely the latter.
– Nevertheless, existence of network expertise in India was very encouraging.

• MTNL/VSNL assured that connectivity was technically feasible in India.

• The costs did appear high, but a possibility of bringing them down existed, if a
nationwide negotiation were to take place.
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Swift Action

• An impromptu round table discussion was organized at the end of the meeting
to decide on the next step.

• Consensus emerged for a grand national project — VIDYANET, name
suggested by Prof. Ramani — to achieve E-mail connectivity throughout in
India, and simultaneously connecting VIDYANET to BITNET.
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Swift Action

• An impromptu round table discussion was organized at the end of the meeting
to decide on the next step.

• Consensus emerged for a grand national project — VIDYANET, name
suggested by Prof. Ramani — to achieve E-mail connectivity throughout in
India, and simultaneously connecting VIDYANET to BITNET. .

• The structure for the proposal was also finalized the same day, and the final
proposal was ready in 2 days, on March 4 !

• It was felt that one should approach Department of Science & Technology
(DST) in view of the envisaged broad coverage.

• Director, TIFR ensured hand-delivery of the proposal to DST within a few days.
Yes, we can!
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Reality Check
• A visit to Delhi was organized to meet DST, Secretary to push the proposal.

• Found that I wasn’t eligible for Air Travel.
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Reality Check
• A visit to Delhi was organized to meet DST, Secretary to push the proposal.

• Found that I wasn’t eligible for Air Travel.

But a note to Director cleared the way !
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Reality Check
• A visit to Delhi was organized to meet DST, Secretary to push the proposal.

• Found that I wasn’t eligible for Air Travel.

But a note to Director cleared the way !

• TIFR brand matters: DST Secretary listened keenly, and asked his staff about
how the proposal could be supported.

• However, it got pushed around from one officer to another, acquiring different,
bigger (unwieldy?) forms. Lesson: National projects have their own speed and
inertia. Handle with care !
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Reality Check
• A visit to Delhi was organized to meet DST, Secretary to push the proposal.

• Found that I wasn’t eligible for Air Travel.

But a note to Director cleared the way !

• TIFR brand matters: DST Secretary listened keenly, and asked his staff about
how the proposal could be supported.

• However, it got pushed around from one officer to another, acquiring different,
bigger (unwieldy?) forms. Lesson: National projects have their own speed and
inertia. Handle with care !

• A new Director took over on July 1, 1987. A fresh plea was made in July 1987,
”While VIDYANET is under consideration of DST, as an interim measure
money be approved for connecting that year itself”.
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• Physics Faculty discussed our request in July 1987, & formed a committee.
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Move Forward

• In April 1988, the committee report was discussed in PF :
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Committee Recommendations

• Having agreed that TIFR should take a lead, the committee recommended
TIFR’s Vax as the node to link to CERN at TIFR costs:
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• It further noted that other networks such as ERNET are a long way from
realisation. DST visualised linking all 2500 colleges :
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• A lot of discussion took place, unfortunately without any of the strong
proponents/PIs as the PF then had only Professors. A crash-landing ensued :
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• We came to know later that remarks such as, ”do we need e-mail(at such a
cost)”, ”how about fax as a substitute”, ”let DST decide first” were the ones
which turned the tide.

• In the meantime, I came to know from a wise Delhi source, that VIDYANET
proposal was being handled by an officer known for always being a dead end for
any project. A project meant to be killed was usually forwarded to him.

• Suddenly DST decided that computer networking should be handled by ERNET
as it is the territory of DoE. We were advised to meet DoE officials.
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• We came to know later that remarks such as, ”do we need e-mail(at such a
cost)”, ”how about fax as a substitute”, ”let DST decide first” were the ones
which turned the tide.

• In the meantime, I came to know from a wise Delhi source, that VIDYANET
proposal was being handled by an officer known for always being a dead end for
any project. A project meant to be killed was usually forwarded to him.

• Suddenly DST decided that computer networking should be handled by ERNET
as it is the territory of DoE. We were advised to meet DoE officials.

• The DoE ERNET boss told us that

– No need for a separate VIDYANET.
– It should be merged with ERNET which can then take over finances.
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• We came to know later that remarks such as, ”do we need e-mail(at such a
cost)”, ”how about fax as a substitute”, ”let DST decide first” were the ones
which turned the tide.

• In the meantime, I came to know from a wise Delhi source, that VIDYANET
proposal was being handled by an officer known for always being a dead end for
any project. A project meant to be killed was usually forwarded to him.

• Suddenly DST decided that computer networking should be handled by ERNET
as it is the territory of DoE. We were advised to meet DoE officials.

• The DoE ERNET boss told us that

– No need for a separate VIDYANET.
– It should be merged with ERNET which can then take over finances.
– However, it will only have dial-up links within India.
– International link was to be a direct one and he offered to link TIFR with

Geneva, as proposed!!
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• When we objected, saying our VIDYANET proposal seeks equal access to all,
the response was, ”one who pays the piper calls the tune”. That is the only
way ERNET can accommodate the aspirations of the VIDYANET proposal.

• Massive Let-Down !

• We updated Director, TIFR about these developments, and also recommended
against accepting the DoE plan since it potentially had an undesirable impact
on TIFR’s reputation: We in TIFR could be accused of being selfish.
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Victory at last !!

• In Dec. 1988, Physics Faculty went back to reconsider our July 1987 letter,
seeking a TIFR-paid connection. Clever lobbying was done by the ”Young
Turks”. PF gave a green light !
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• And then TIFR shortly made the globe smaller by connecting to BITNET, via
CERN, thus becoming the first in India to do so.

• Existence of our connection compelled ERNET to do something to serve the
interest of Indian Academic Users, not just their PIs. Were it not for
VIDYANET, it is hard to imagine ERNET’s expansion beyond its PIs’ interests
on networking.
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• And then TIFR shortly made the globe smaller by connecting to BITNET, via
CERN, thus becoming the first in India to do so.

• Existence of our connection compelled ERNET to do something to serve the
interest of Indian Academic Users, not just their PIs. Were it not for
VIDYANET, it is hard to imagine ERNET’s expansion beyond its PIs’ interests
on networking.

• Further, it of course went with its dial-up plan, and for a long time ERNET
provided access to “outsiders” only grudgingly as a favour.
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Final Remarks

• Global E-Mail connectivity of India came by a tortuous & time-consuming path.
It materialised finally as the TIFR community kept pushing for it.

• Decision makers may have a valid point of view nevertheless one can also make
them appreciate the other side as well, at least sometimes. One just has to try
& try again !
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Final Remarks

• Global E-Mail connectivity of India came by a tortuous & time-consuming path.
It materialised finally as the TIFR community kept pushing for it.

• Decision makers may have a valid point of view nevertheless one can also make
them appreciate the other side as well, at least sometimes. One just has to try
& try again !

• TIFR has, perhaps still, a system which can respond to the demands of
scientists.

• If we in TIFR decide to undertake a project, we have the brand name and
reputation to make it happen. Let’s keep trying !
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