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Firstly I should clarify the definition of sustainability according to the Collins English Dictionary. It defines sustainability as “maintain or prolong, keep up the vitality or strength of”. This quite clear definition is at the forefront of the minds of many Telecentre Management Committees as they deliberate over prolonging the future of their facility.

This concept of sustainability was not so widely thought of in the developed world two decades ago, though thankfully as the world’s population grows and more pressure is applied to our limited resources the concept is more pronounced and far better understood by many more people. Pollution and the gradual depletion of vital resources are the key reasons why neighborhoods now regularly discuss greenhouse gases, recycling, clean up days and how they can contribute to the efforts of others to collectively address these and other environmental issues. So we are not trying to discuss some unheard of and misunderstood concept, but a topic which communities recognise as important, that has more than one solution and all of which may not be easy to implement.

For the people involved in telecentres, sustainability is a regular topic of meetings when the future of the facility is planned for and discussed. I am sure this would also apply to telecentres or similar facilities in other parts of the world.

Sustainability in the telecentre environment is a challenge, both for the governments and communities that support them. I suppose this is a good place to start discussing the Western Australian telecentre model, which started ten years ago as a partnership between government and community, with the philosophy that the facility must grow from within the community and not be imposed from the outside by government.

The telecentre initiative commenced in 1991 under the then State Labour Government as a 12 month trial project with the establishment of incorporated, community owned “Learning Network Centres” in Broome, Derby and Kununurra in the far North West of the State.  The objective of the project was to increase post compulsory education in regional and remote areas of WA, and funding was provided by the former Western Australian Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET) through the Western Australian Office of Higher Education.  The success of the trial encouraged DEET to agree to a further 12 months funding to June 1993.

In June 1993, the WA Department of Employment, Vocational Education and Training took over the DEET project to ensure continuance of the services being trialed and, with funding assistance from the Federal Government’s new Telecentre Program established in that year, the WA Telecentre Network could expand.

During this period, a support unit for the Telecentre Network (TSU) was established in the TAFE External Studies College, a Steering Committee was formed to direct the project and new Telecentres were established by the communities of Hyden, Merredin, Wongan Hills and Southern Cross in the Wheatbelt area of the State.

By 1995 the Telecentre concept was recognised as an integral regional development strategy to provide small communities with access to a range of services through the use of technology.  Start up equipment grants and yearly contributions to salary were introduced and a strategy to broaden the range of services delivered to regional Western Australia through the Network was set in motion.

In May 1997 the Telecentre program was moved to the Regional Development Division of the Department of Commerce and Trade so that the role of Telecentres could continue to expand from a singular focus on education services to the delivery of a broad range of other government and private sector services.  At the time there were 36 Telecentres in the Network.

In 1998, the WA Telecentre Advisory Board was established and the TSU embarked on a major expansion program as a result of significant funding commitments from the Federal Government’s Networking the Nation (NTN) program for special projects. The TSU was successful in attracting the following NTN funding:

· $1.6m to assist with expanding the Network from 36 to 100 Telecentres ($25,000 establishment gran in year 1) 

· $500,000 to provide full two-way 128k videoconferencing facilities for up to 100 Telecentres 

· $1m to establish up to 100 Telecentre Access Points (Internet Booths) in remote communities of 200 people or less 

· $1.2m for the construction of seven Mobile Interactive Telecommunications Environments (MITEs) - transportable, pre-wired buildings for communities who are more that 500kms from Perth and who are without appropriate facilities.

The combination of the Support Unit,  this Commonwealth funding and State Government support were the catalysts to consolidate the expansion of the Network to the 92 Telecentres we have today.

As the number of Telecentres increases in Western Australia it is clear that there is not just one solution to sustainability, there are no “silver bullets” to bring full profitability to these facilities. It is evident that as with the environment, success with sustainability depends on numerous strategies running in parallel to make a real difference in reaching the goal of sustainability.

It is too easy to assume that the government purse will always be open. Whilst that purse is open it most certainly offers funding opportunities to establish business that will bring some level of sustainability to the facility. The difficulty is that when that purse starts to shut, or closes completely, the fingers in there can be well and truly trapped if strategies are not already in operation to attract income from other sources.

Balance is what is required at the outset. There must be commitment from the community to own and operate this facility in conjunction with a commitment from government to direct financial and other support resources into the key areas of operation that ensures the facility can remain open for the public to access services.

So what do I think underpins the sustainability of Telecentres? It must be a framework of parallel actions that all interlink to establish a platform for sustainable operation. These actions may not all work for the maximum benefit in every situation because some depend on where the facility is, the level of outside support it attracts and the conditions under which it operates. Irrespective of this, the operation of the Western Australian Telecentre network for the last ten years clearly reveals that when the following twelve actions are worked in parallel they form a solid foundation for the sustainability of a Telecentre:

1.
Whether it is a network or an operation which stands on its own, overall operations must be guided by an overarching strategic plan, or at least an annual plan of activities. This is particularly important with not-for-profit community based organisations that rely on a revolving cycle of volunteers to manage the organisation. A strategic plan will provide a consistent strategic message to the movement of people through the organisation and maximise the ability of everyone to know where they are going and why they are heading in that direction.

2.
Strong links with key stakeholders is vital to sustainability. Managing these relationships can be difficult in community based organisations but experience in the WA Telecentre network reveals that this is critical to longer term survival, particularly where contracts for service delivery are involved.

3.
Having a sound business plan based around the strategic or work plan must be in place to ensure the overall operations of the facility are known. There must be a clear plan that shows the cost of where the facility is going, which is the basis for good budgeting and financial control. This is crucial to the Management Committee knowing the bottom line all the time.

4.
All services must be effectively costed to ensure everyone is fully aware of the range of services offered and what to charge for them.

5.
Have good strategies for involving volunteers and sound agreements for them to consider and agree to as part of ensuring consistency with service delivery. Good volunteer management is also the key to successful succession planning, which fundamentally links to longer term viability.

6.
Develop a procedures manual to guide the operation of a Telecentre which all staff and committee are familiar with.

7.
Be strategic and canvas the community to obtain good membership of the Management Committee. Target people with the right set of skills and experience who you know can make a good contribution to guide the Telecentre operations.

8.
Have a good system of recording annual activity. This is an important link back to accessing other funds because these figures are the tools to keep your community, sponsors, government and other funding sources confident that your services are being accessed.

9.
Have a good mentor/support group. WA has a Support Unit for the network, though as a network many Telecentres independently work together on a number of issues. They all recognise that the problem of one Telecentre may well be the one of another and the Support Unit helps link people in many situations.

10.
Plan what technology will underpin the operation of a Telecentre and how it will be used. Provide the community with good access to technology and match this to community need.

11. Establish a mixed pool of funding sources and try to keep at least one as a “core” funding source for a long as possible

12. Live and breath your community, never lose sight of what your community wants you to do.

What evidence is there that the Western Australian model is working? I believe that because each Telecentre has to at least prepare an annual plan of activities linked to an overarching Strategic Plan significantly contributes to some quite impressive performance. This is particularly so considering 94% of the 92 Telecentres in this State reside in towns with populations of 1,500 or less with limited fee for service catchments. A snapshot of this performance clearly reveals that people are responding to the range of services these facilities offer:

Average weekly opening hours




33.28 Hours

(Only funded for 20 hours)

Average number of volunteers assisting in a Telecentre

6 Volunteers

Average hours worked by volunteers at a Telecentre

12.70 Hours

Number of paid staff within the Telecentre Network


179 Persons

(This includes the 74 half time positions funded by the TSU.

It also includes many additional positions paid according to a

variety of working hours from Telecentre funds)

Average number of persons using a Telecentre per week

102.29

(Includes some government service contract customers)

Equipment purchased by the Telecentre Network 


$372,318

Total number of TAFE courses student hours provided

30,125 Hours

Total number of Telecentre course student hours provided

11,600 Hours

Total number of University course student hours provided

1,021 Hours

Total amount of Grants received by the Telecentre Network
$1,193,463.65

(Excludes Department of Local Government and

Regional Development annual grant of $20,000)

Number of individuals provided with access to 

government services






25,182

For these figures to be sustained Telecentres do recognise that their ongoing relevance is underpinned by asking themselves the following questions on an annual basis:

· Why are we here?

· Who do we serve?

· How do we meet the communities need?

The Western Australian experience reveals several lessons for longer term sustainability that other countries wishing to develop a Telecentre network should consider:

· A Telecentre network requires a central support team to guide and support the ongoing development of the network.

· For Telecentres who are serious about independent sustainability they must seek opportunities to provide fee-for-service programs to their community, which include:

-
Internet access;

-
desktop publishing;

-
the provision of computer and office facilities;

-
TAFE and distance-education facilities for secondary and tertiary students;

-
videoconferencing; and

-
contracted services from all levels of government.

· It is clear that some consistent flow of funding is required for the initiative to succeed in the longer term, particularly in the initial years. This is important because a communities commitment to embrace the concept would most likely be short lived if this funding was not directed toward assisting the management committees to employ a Telecentre Co-ordinator.

In the case of Western Australia half the cost of employing a coordinator is provided annually by the State Government (Aus $20,000) to ensure the facility remains open for a minimum of 20 hours per week.

· Funding must strike a reasonable balance to equalise with the amount of support required by the community to establish these facilities. Fee for service revenue, sponsorships, contracts for service provision and other business related initiatives can provide additional revenue for these hours to be extended. 

· The Western Australian model is underpinned by the community development principle of local ownership and self determination. Communities committing to a Telecentre in this State do so because they are given the freedom to decide if they want one and to own and operate these facilities when they get one.

· “Top down” imposed models don’t engender a sense of ownership and risk becoming short term solutions with shallow roots sown back into the community.

This balance between government and community, the provision of a support team, the focus on getting the funding mix right and focused appropriately and getting the attitude of government right are the primary reasons for the Telecentre network sustaining itself over the past ten years in the following manner:

FROM:




TO:

An unrecognised resource

The first point of call

Low usage



Significant usage

A narrow focus on technology
A broad focus on service delivery

A Few services


A wide range of services and partnerships

Sites




A network

A back room or add-on service
A centre for co-location

A drop in centre


A service and information centre

Government business done

Government services in association with the community

for and to the community

Top down management

Community team management

Followers in Australia


Leaders and role models for Australia

A community profile


A community, state, national and international profile

An optional service


An essential service

As a means of reaching the above, the Western Australian Telecentre network has always remained committed to:

· Community ownership and management

· Open and equitable access

· Flexible and innovative use of technology

· Collaboration, trust and respect within the network

· Partnerships to mobilise community resources

· Opportunities to enhance the wealth and wellbeing of our communities

These guiding principles provide a sound platform for other new and developing networks to consider.

In providing consistent funding for the Network, the Western Australian State Government clearly judges the initiative to have economic, political and social value. A key measure of success is that over a period of ten years, with the exception of two centres forced to close by a combination of poor management and declining community numbers, and two centres having to re-locate, the WA Telecentres have shown themselves to be sustainable. In the same 10-year period, 78% of the Telecentres in the Eastern States of Australia have been forced to close.
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