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Jenny Clark

‘Come on in – I’m sure we CAN find something to interest you.”  Perhaps a true reflection of the diversity, innovativeness and inclusiveness of telecentres in Western Australia.

Telecentres in Western Australia are in their tenth year of operation and now number 90 across our huge state. Telecentres in Western Australia are networked together with common Government support, a Perth based Government run support unit, but each telecentre is individual in its own management, ownership and responsibilities to its particular community. The nature of our State with its large distances and isolation has meant that most of our 90 telecentres are in small rural communities facing lack of or diminishing services.

Telecentres in Western Australia vary according to the community within which they operate and work to the principal of “You Can Do It at a Telecentre.” Do What? Telecentres provide services according to the needs of their community and, to do this successfully, community acceptance and a high level of participation from the community is essential for survival and growth. The Telecentre Management Committee plays a large role in prioritising services and representing the community.

Communities comprise many different sectors with differing needs and aspirations. The challenge for WA Telecentres has been to identify these different sectors within each community, find the “bait” to attract them and reel them into the telecentre. Once “hooked” our clients generally find other interesting bits of bait within the telecentre to expand their usage of the centre or volunteer to work within the centre.

Telecentres in WA have a number of levels of participation as indicated by Diagram 1. At the community level there are community members, the managing body, staff, volunteers and clients. At the business levels are clients, sponsors and joint venture partners. At the government level is the State Government Department of Local Government and Regional Development providing support funding, and State and Federal Government departments delivering services through telecentres, local government and clients.

Diagram 1: Telecentre participation with business, government and community.






Participation from all levels requires negotiating and securing of sustainable contracts, win- win situations and provision of quality services. Participation at a community level ultimately comes down to “What’s in it for me?”  Telecentre clients are looking for a quality, competitively priced and timely products, accessibility, customer service, new learning opportunities, social and work opportunities, less travelling, new and maintained services, and services to make them more efficient and competitive. Telecentre volunteers are seeking to learn new skills, be part of a vibrant organisation, meet new people, employment opportunities, and recognition and reward. 

The Boyup Brook community comprises children (schooling is provided locally for children to the age of 15), youth (most of our youth leave the district for further education), young families, farming community (mixed farming community producing wine grapes, canola, wheat, barley, sheep, cattle, pigs, olives, timber), small business owners (predominantly serving the farming community), women, men, seniors, disabled, indigenous and unemployed. We strive to provide education and information services for all members of our community to participate in and benefit from.  The philosophy of “you can do it at the telecentre” combines with  “lifelong learning is a right, a tool and a joy”. Services we provide are identified as service gaps in our community and needed by the community.

We have found the quickest uptake of our services has been by women. This could be attributed to need for retraining and re-entering the workforce, previous isolation, and inability to attend education at distant regional centres, though they have a keenness to continue the learning process and try new things.

Parents will soon be able to benefit from the provision of an occasional child care facility to be managed by the telecentre allowing time to return to work or retrain.

Children have been attracted with programs such as Telekids and scriptees (online play writing) groups after school, access to technology for after-school research, and the promotion of science and technology through the travelling Scitech Roadshow (700 visitors) and the satellite broadcast of science shows. A plan for our new building development is to have an expression wall available for mural and urban art forms.

Business people and the farming community have been attracted by commercial services such as Desk Top Publishing, office services, ISP reseller agency, banking facilities, insurance agency, Tax Office assistance, computer and internet training, and web page design services.

Seniors have been keen starters in a Teleseniors program to explore new technology, particularly email and searching the Internet. Unemployed have access to Centrelink, training for job seeking and an employment service.

Our key services are education and training, information access, office services, banking, Internet access and services. To target our community sectors each service is marketed accordingly. For example we have found one-to-one training and small training groups are generally preferred by our clients to enable maximum interaction with the teacher and to increase confidence in a relaxed non threatening environment.

The needs of the sectors within our community are constantly being assessed to update our knowledge of the community and knowledge of our customers to be able to determine potential target customers and new service opportunities. There are different mechanisms in place to enable this, which include feedback on all training courses offered and general programs, and training of staff in customer service and quality assurance. Staff, management committee and volunteers use their eyes and their ears to listen to the community. 

Telecentres are often perceived as full of new technology and computers that some sectors of the community don’t wish to know about. In many cases this is far from the truth with technology only being used as a tool for vibrant community and regional development programs. Telecentres would have to be classed as the “new kids on the block” when it comes to community organisations. They are bristling with technology, full of enthusiasm and passion, positive, proactive, progressive, flexible and changing, and not wholly associated with technology. 

To overcome this perception that “the Telecentre is only about computers”,  the Boyup Brook Telecentre has embarked on a number of enterprising activities and events to attract the non computer interested sector of the community. Cultural events and shows have been hosted by the telecentre bringing Australian singing talent of Pot Pourri and the Ten Tenors to our community; the hosting of a Melbourne Cup Race Day luncheon in a huge marquee with local wines and a fashion parade; workshops totally divorced from technology such as Belly Dancing, Samba Rhythm Drumming, art and drawing, tractor driving for women, media skills workshop, landscape gardening, viticulture permaculture, grant writing skills, tennis, golf, and window-lead lighting. Group activities have included the recording and reading of history with seniors plus a series of seminars for Women in Business. These have all been successfully run by the telecentre to support the needs of the community.

Information and the information age are providing a growth industry in which telecentres are playing a large role in regional Western Australia. The Western Australian model of telecentre development has been recognised nationally and worldwide. The Boyup Brook Telecentre, recognised as a leading telecentre in Western Australia, has been consulted through the United Nations for the development of telecentres in India and is also often consulted by new telecentres in Australia. Telecentres are instrumental in the reduction of the digital divide in regional Western Australia with the provision within communities of access to and training in the use of technology and information sourcing. 

Continued motivation and passion for delivery of services through the telecentre network is kept alive with seeing the benefits of service provision at a local community level, the growth in confidence of clients completing programs, economic growth directly or indirectly affected by the telecentre and the increasing recognition of the network as an infrastructure for delivering more services to regional WA.

Success and sustainability can be achieved with the recognition of opportunities, looking beyond the box, servicing the community, attracting work from outside the community, and using the technology available at telecentres and the skill available within Western Australian regional communities. This sustainability can only be enhanced as these centres network throughout the world, attracting commerce and community participation. High-level participation from all levels of community, government and business will continue the growth of Telecentres in Western Australia.
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