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I am President of the Regency Foundation and Telecentros Brasil.  I created Telecentros Brasil in October 2000 and, along with the Executive Director, run the day to day activities of the organization. My involvement includes participation in each of the stages of the project: telecenter location, training of potential telecenter administrators/managers, implantation, development of courses and telecenter material, follow up guidance, monitoring, and ongoing support. We work closely with the communities. I also meet with the various private sector companies from time to time for the purposes of telecenter sponsorship. 

TELECENTROS BRAZIL AND ITS TELECENTER MODELS

The project includes one pilot telecenter -which we identify as model one telecenter- located in a Community Center in the region of Guaianazes, near the city of Sao Paulo, Brazil. It is a center where basic IT courses and access to the Internet are provided for a symbolic cost. The center was opened in January 2001 and is now sustainable (i.e. the costs of the telecenter, such as electricity, monitoring material, etc., are all being covered by the monies received from the telecenter users and students). The center has on average 220-250 students for every two month period, each paying US$12 for the two  month course together with a further US$200 collected for the Internet room for the same two month period. This more than covers the cost of the telecenter manager/administrator, three monitors, publicity material, student manuals, telephone, IP, water, light and PC maintenance. 

We have negotiated with the private sector to open six additional ‘model one’ telecenters, and are currently seeking commitments to open six more. We are therefore planning to open 12 such ‘model one’ telecenters in the eastern zone of Sao Paulo as part of the pilot program which, if sufficiently successful, is programmed to be replicated in other states in Brazil. 

In addition, we plan to open four model two telecenters in the city of Sao Paulo. This model will be managed by Telecentros Brasil staff and provide services to five or six Community Centers at a time. It is important to note that the Eastern Zone of Sao Paulo houses approximately five million inhabitants, making it the most populous part of the city. But in spite of the fact that 40% of the inhabitants of Sao Paulo live in this Zone, only 23% of business establishments and only 15% of the jobs exist in this part of the city.

The organizational structure of Telecentros Brasil is as follows: 

An Executive Director runs the day to day activities of the organization in conjunction with myself. An Operational Director and his team have responsibility for the selection, implantation and monitoring of the telecenters. An Educational team develops the material and provides the training in conjunction with the communities for the telecenter administrators and course monitors. The Sales team visits the private sector seeking sponsorship. The number of current paid personnel is ten and is likely to increase to thirteen at the time of implantation of the next six telecenters. At this time, Regency in the UK has been paying for the managing team. However, Telecentros Brasil is now receiving money from a number of companies in the private sector, and they are starting to contribute to cover these salaries. In addition, Telecentros Brasil receives a fee of approximately US100 per month for each telecenter. Various unpaid volunteers are available to assist us from time to time. 

The objectives  and mission of Telecentros Brasil are as follows:

· Improve the quality of life of the people, youths in particular, living in poor communities in Brazil; 

· Provide access to information to empower poor communities in Brazil; 

· Improve the educational and job related skills of low income Brazilian people, youths in particular;

· Facilitate the provision of public information to low-income communities about Government programs related to education, health and social services.

The basics of a model one telecenter

The types of services available within the pilot telecenter model one are as follows

Regarding equipment supplied: 17 new computers (1 Server of 700 MHZ and 128K of RAM and 16 PCs of 550 MHZ and 64K of RAM), two inkjet printers, one fax machine and one scanner, together with computer desks and associated furniture.  

Currently we provide courses for the following with 12 PCs: introduction to informatics, Word, Excel, Access, Power Point and Front Page. The introduction to informatics, Word, and Excel runs over a two-month period, is for 32 hours and costs 30 reales (US$12). Similarly Access and Powerpoint run together.  Front Page/web design runs as a stand-alone course for three months at a cost of 50 reales (US$20).

The remaining five PCs are being used solely for Internet access and the costs of access vary between US$0.20 and US$0.40 per hour.

We have developed within the pilot a telemarketing course, and the telecenter is in the process of raising the monies to build a telemarketing room with the equipment. The plan is not just to run telemarketing courses but also for the community to develop an in-house telemarketing team to offer services to the business sector, thus creating revenue for the community, and income for the community members of the telemarketing team. In addition, one of the telecenter managers had the idea to create another separate room within the telecenter to offer to companies located within the region word processing, web design, e-commerce and web related business center service, using three or four computers. It is planned that a number of the course students could work within this facility, for which they will be paid, whilst at the same time this room will create further revenue opportunities for community members. We are currently working with the community to implant this facility within the telecenter.
The strat-up cost for each of the model one telecenters is US$15,779, which includes Telecentros Brasil costs for implantation, training and support. Telecentros Brasil will also receive 350 reales (US$140) a month from each of the telecenters by way of payment for the ongoing development of courses, products and services for and with the community. The model one telecenters are always located within an existing Community Center. We have visited some 150 Community Centers in the eastern zone of Sao Paulo.  Model two telecenters (described below) are located in conjunction with 5-6 participating communities. The Community Center management runs model one in collaboration with Telecentros Brasil. Model two is managed by Telecentros Brasil with people jointly chosen from the receiving communities. The conditions for installation are that the receiving Community Center should have been in operation not less than 3 years, have a proven record of serving the community, providing various services to not less than 1000 members of the community every month, have an administration that is willing to understand and accept the principles of auto-sustainability, have financial records to confirm the past and future viability of the Community Center, have a room or rooms available for the PCs of not less than 25 to 40 sq metres, and have sufficient toilet facilities.
The basics of a model two telecenter

The pilot model two will be implanted in the first quarter of 2002 requiring a cost of US$57,107. It incorporates 30 new computers (two Servers of 700 MHZ and 128K of RAM and 28 PCs of 550 MHZ and 64K of RAM), four inkjet printers, two fax machines and two scanners together with computer desks and associated furniture.

In addition to the services provided within 'model one', the following will also be provided:

Tele-agriculture: an agreement with the Department of Agricultural Reform and selected members of the business community has been made to facilitate the growing of selected fruits and vegetables on certain tracts of land within the community, for which the community receive an agreed sum. The monitoring of this activity will be facilitated via the Internet. 

Tele-business : e-business and e-learning for the small entrepreneur as an introduction to the Internet with the objective of selling  products and services on the web.

Tele-culture: in association with TV Cultura, we will promote artistic and cultural courses to assist the development of the cultural entrepreneur (a person who is able to create a business from various art forms), including a portal to access a wide variety of Brazilian and international artistic and cultural works. 

Tele-education: TV Escola, a project co-ordinated by the Secretariat for Distance Education, is one of the priority actions of the Brasilian Ministry of Education. It uses a TV channel together with educational and cultural videos. Telecentros Brasil supplies the TV and video and the associated equipment. The Ministry of Education supplies the teachers to take the classes within the telecenter, and the TV Escola classrooms include PCs with internet access. 

Tele-environment: in cooperation with IBM and World Wildlife Fund, we will develop an environmental education program to include online alternative energy, conservation, recycling and garbage workshops. 

Tele-government: this program is aimed to facilitate the provision of public information about government programs relating to education, health and social services, sources of information, and groups active for citizen rights.

Tele-health: working with International Medical Services for Health and the Centro Latino-Americano e do Caribe de Informacao em Ciencias da Saude, we will offer health education to assist with diagnosis of illness symptoms and to increase knowledge of topics such as nutrition, hygiene, sanitation.

Tele-sports : virtual football, handball, basketball and volleyball (linking the Telecentros Brasil site to those sites which currently provide virtual sports facilities).

MAIN CHALLENGES

Selection of telecenters and telecenter managers

Whilst we will continue to develop more tele-themes we always need to be particularly careful about the choice of community staff to manage and operate the telecenter. However, in conjunction with our pilot community we are now developing a more effective selection and training system, having now visited over 200 Community Centers in the eastern sector of Sao Paulo. We have also now recruited an individual with hands- on experience of Sao Paulo community affairs to further assist us with our work in the various communities. Each of the selected managers needs to agree to attend a telecenter manager course at the offices of Telecentros Brasil. This would normally take place twice a week over a period of one to two months. It is at this stage that a number of the potential telecenter managers decide that perhaps the management of a telecenter is not what they expected and the drop out rate can be anything up to 50%. Normally the courses are conducted with some 10-12 participants.
Funding telecenters

Funding of new telecenters always presents a challenge to us, as it does for everyone. However, we regularly visit the private sector to talk about the various opportunities that are possible with the sponsorship of telecenters. We have a number of companies actively supporting the project with money and equipment. Further, we have formed a partnership with a Brazilian shopping show organizer which will increase the visibility of our work in Sao Paulo and at the same time provide much needed revenue to open new telecenters. A shopping show is a market bazaar of some one hundred stands selling discounted clothes and other products at a key time of the year (Christmas, Easter, for example) The first such event took place in Sao Paulo in December 2001 for a period of 30 days. It was expected that 1.5 million people would visit the show. From each consumer purchase we received US$0.80 and we plan to participate in such events two or three times a year in the future. 

Following the pace of the communities

Seeing the project through the eyes of the community is something that we have all come to understand as absolutely essential. At first, we were anxious to implant and expand at our speed. We did not understand the rhythm and pace of the community. At the beginning we tried to accelerate the process and we faced criticism because the community center staff did not wish to act as if they were employees of Telecentros Brasil. We now understand this situation and accept our position. Given the particular nature of each community, the gestation period for implantation of the proposed telecenters will vary widely.

Fostering partnerships, building trust

Working with partners in the third sector has helped us enormously in terms of credibility with both the community and the private sector. None of us can work alone, but it has taken some time to convince our partner organizations that the sharing and exchange of ideas and contacts is mutually beneficial. The building of trust, both inside and outside of the communities is vitally important; and the constant involvement and participation of the community at all levels is something which is hugely time consuming, but enormously gratifying. I don’t know if we will ever achieve real trust. We can only try. It is important to remember that these people and their fathers and mothers before them have learnt through bitter experience not to trust those from outside of the community, which is why the idea of appointing a community consultant with experience in and living within the community, is beginning to bear fruit. They largely trust their own, and if one of their own is working with us, then so much the better. People actively participate in the management of the center within the various telecenter activity groups that have been established. The telecenter becomes a focal point of all of the work in the Community Center and the telecenter manager/administrator and the monitors encourage people visiting the center to become actively involved. The telecenter promotes the services and create awareness with regular distribution of pamphlets and flyers.
Our recent partnership with Brazil’s largest employment agency will bring real possibilities for the one thousand students who have now completed courses at our first pilot center. These are the types of initiatives that will better help us achieve our present and future objectives.  In addition, our partnerships with various private sector companies allow us to jointly develop courses and materials that will act as a useful filtering mechanism for possible future partner employees. We are currently working with partners to develop an online car mechanics course, and an online supermarket cashiers course. I sincerely believe that as time passes, we will develop much more, while working together with those organizations that understand the value of genuinely sharing and contributing for all parties – the classic win-win situation! 

Monitoring progress

The online monitoring procedures we have implemented with the community better enable us to regularly assess the success of the project, and help to efficiently change and adapt depending upon circumstances of the community. Monthly information from the telecenter administrators, the monitors and the students are of enormous assistance to all of us working on the project. Monitoring consists of monthly telecenter income and expenditure information, suggestions from each of the students as to how to improve the center at the end of each of the courses, monthly meetings with the telecenter managers, monitors and a selected group of students, competitions for the most innovative suggestions, for example.

LOOKING AHEAD

We would truly like to say that we do work in partnership and in cooperation with the community and all representatives of civil society here in Sao Paulo. But we can’t: we are now beginning to do just that. There are many obstacles that we have to work against: prejudices, traditional thinking, and other problems. Community outsiders have made many promises to these people over many years but largely life remains the same, no matter what the rhetoric is. Many of these people have little or no self respect, particularly those over forty, and the youngsters can have that sense of aggression which comes from feeling abandoned by society. Additionally, the problems with drug abuse and violence, considerable in the regions where we work, doesn’t help our activities. Generally speaking the do-gooders, of which Telecentros Brasil must be counted as one, are looked upon with suspicion. The community always wants more for less: they want more for nothing, because they feel that they deserve it, given all the various injustices which they and their families have had to endure and continue to endure. But as we find jobs for our students, people slowly begin to trust us.

I don’t know if we will ever be able to empower people to use information and communication technologies to their fullest potential, but we will continue to try. But sincerely, it is sad to see that there exist both inside and outside of the telecenter community those who genuinely believe that the telecenter has had its day. On the contrary, it is my belief that there still exists much hidden potential for the humble telecenter and much that we can all do together to realize its true value.  

I will briefly summarize here what I think are the opportunities and assets for the success of Telecentros Brasil:

· Flexibility to change course.

· Ability to raise money from the private sector.

· Working within and inside the communities.

· Constantly developing new ideas and opportunities.

· Ability to understand our various limitations and those of the communities.

· Participation with the community in events of concern to the community members.

· Accepting that many things are just not possible.

· Patience.

· Continuous training at all levels inside and outside of the communities

· Recognizing leaders in the communities and actively securing their support and approval for the work of Telecentros Brasil.

· Trying to keep our promises.

· Understanding the community’s mentality.

· Enjoying the work with the community and being seen to be enjoying the work.

· Making time for what might appear to be the simplest of requests.

· Keeping the technology simple but effective.

· Always encouraging the communities to come up with new ideas

Telecentros Brasil is yet very young in this movement, and therefore inexperienced, but we are learning. Our progress has indeed been slow and we have made mistakes, but six new model one telecenters are in the process of being implanted and the first model two telecenter will be implanted in the first quarter of 2001. Only time will tell if we can properly replicate and accelerate this process. After all, just because we can’t do everything doesn’t mean that we can’t do something.

