Lessons Learned in Pioneering Telecentres in Australia

Gail Short
In 1990 as a Senior Research Officer in a Post Compulsory Education Commission I was asked to look for a way to better support distant education students living rural and remote Western Australia. This request started me on a long journey which has culminated in my establishing the Western Australian Telecentre Network (which numbered 74 sites when I retired from the project in October 1999 and has continued to grow to 94 sites at this time) and the Western Australian Telecentre Support Unit; assisting with the establishment of  Community Teleservices Australia Inc as the inaugural Executive Officer of this National Support Unit;  and to work as a Consultant for Multipurpose Community Telecentres for the International Telecommunication Union and other groups in the Asia/Pacific region. 

The Western Australian Telecentre Network started with just three sites in the Kimberley region, the most remote part of the State of Western Australia in January 1992.  One site was co-located with the Technical College, a second obtained a stand alone building and the third commenced in the yard of the Secondary School in its own building.  Each site had one-way video/two way audio, the latest computing hardware and software, fax, photocopier, printer, hands free phone. There was no Internet available at this time. I determined that I would trial these centres and be sure that the structure of community-owned, managed and incorporated was correct before extending the network. The monies I had obtained would cover a two-year period. 

Within a very short period it became very obvious that community-owned, managed and incorporated was not only right, it was achieving results that would never have been possible if the project had been government owned. Telecentre members were running working bees, doing up buildings, raising money for their centre. There was a pride, which came with ownership.  In addition to the Community Management Committees a central Management Committee operated comprising key personnel which could assist with the implementation phase (representatives from key universities and the Technical and Further Education (TAFE) College, media studios, Commerce and Trade, myself as Executive Officer of the Project). 

Secondly, it became obvious that I was fulfilling the task of mentor and support person on a daily basis, and, while much was being gained from online teleconferences between the centres and my office, it was my office which was responsible for obtaining ongoing funding, identifying new funding sources, marketing and promoting the project, providing relevant training, assisting when spirits flagged or programs faltered. Enter the Support Unit concept. It could not be a Management Group as this would undo the very successful community-owned component, but there was a strong need for an ongoing Support Unit. 

Thirdly, it was blatantly obvious that the telecentres could be much more than a support mechanism for post compulsory education. While this had been the initial philosophy, it was soon realised that very few people had a fax machine in their private home or access to a photocopier and very few had a facility which allowed a group of people to sit around a table and hold a teleconference or a Talk-back Television meeting (one-way video/two way audio). The centres were starting to make money by offering these services and allowing outsiders to book time to use the computers on a rostered basis. By the end of the second year two things had become clear. While the centres were making enough income to pay their daily expenses, the Management Committees would need to continue to rely on the Support Unit to provide the salary component for their part-time Coordinator (20 hours per week). 

In 1992 I was invited to attend a National Working Group in Canberra on telecentres.  At this time the small network of three sites in the north was called the WA Learning Network Centres. I returned from the Conference convinced that the Learning Network Centres should be changed to Telecentres, taking on a far more comprehensive role than they now had which would allow sustainability for the future. I could not see how an education only network could achieve self-sufficiency. Further, contrary to my colleagues, I was dogmatic that the telecentres could only survive in a supported network. Those on the east coast did not agree with me, they believed that given two years funding, self-sufficiency could be achieved.  It was to be another four years before I achieved this name change but I did managed to retain the network concept as the number of centres grew.

Sadly, of the 128 centres established throughout Australia with federal funding, predominantly on the east coast, only 28 remain today - l4 of which are part of the WA Telecentre Network with most of the remaining l4 having joined other groups such as Resource Centres. 

What had I learned during the initial 3 years? 

· Do not provide everything for the telecentre. During the initial trial period the Support Unit provided the equipment, salary for the Coordinator and monies for every day accounts. Subsequent telecentres were established without the every day account component, which they were responsible for. They managed this without trouble however the initial three sites were exceptionally disgruntled when they were told that this money would no longer be available and that they, like the new centres coming on line would be responsible for these monies. It caused a certain amount of grief that could have been avoided.

· We started supporting predominantly university students. This subsequently proved not to be the correct target group as we found that those needing support were in fact people who were not yet ready to tackle university studies but wanted to undertake preparation studies (how to write an assignment/referencing/undertake mature age entry examinations)  technical studies (computing, internet) and child care and aged care, communications) at the Technical College level. We had not researched this field correctly. 

· Community-owned, managed and incorporated was the correct decision. For the people by the people - giving them the power to make decisions and, through being incorporated, to apply for monies in their own right.

· The Learning Network Centres could provide many more services and programs than those currently available. 

· The centres needed a central Support Unit to assist, not manage, if they were to succeed.

· Operating in a network gave the centres power. This was learned when the monies looked like they were running out after the initial two years of the trial. Lobbying State Government, letters being sent to every state politician and the matter being raised in Parliament was successful.  If this could be achieved with just three centres it was suddenly obvious what could be achieved with 100 which was the size the network needed to be to cover all rural and remote communities with a population of 200 or more.

· It was time to change the name from Learning Centres to Telecentres.  

· There was a need to widen the representation on the Board to include people from other walks of life, including Chairs, Managers and users of the Learning Centres.

· The initial funding source had now been exhausted. New budget monies had to be found.

In 1993 the Support Unit and responsibility for the network moved to the Department of  Employment and Training who recognised the potential telecentres could offer their students by providing mini campuses in rural and remote Western Australia. This was a positive move in a number of ways. The Support Unit was located within the Distance Education College and co-located with the TAFE Media Centre which had recently been established and which was looking to provide education, training and professional development to students using the talk-back TV network.  Working with the media unit, the Support Unit was able to draw together a program of some 600 hours of education programs for the first year, enrolling 640 students, more than double that expected by the College. Additional programs for professional development of teachers, doctors and others were also commenced, debates on issues such as reconciliation and many other innovative programs such as "chemical awareness" and "what our weather men do", followed. The collocation of these two units under joint management of the Executive Officer of the Learning Network Centres saw the income of the Media Centre increase by 166% in just six months.

At this time the TAFE External Studies College stated that enrollment numbers reflected that while traditionally 80% of their students had been male, the telecentres were enrolling 80% females. he information was checked and rechecked but it appeared that the telecentres had tapped into a new market of people desperately wanting to improve themselves and widen their knowledge but previously unable to do this due to family and work commitments. With the telecentres now providing the opportunities locally, this changed.

During the period of collocation with TAFE,  the network expanded to 38 telecentre sites and strong inroads were made into Labour Market programs with over 100 out-of-work persons being placed into the telecentres for a period of six months each, where they received work experience, education, training and assistance with interview techniques and curriculum vitae presentation. These people became sought after by industry as their skills were considered to be excellent and many were offered permanent jobs prior to completing their six-month contracts with their telecentre. Apart from those persons taking part in the six-month program, many others used the telecentre to upgrade their skills to return to the workforce. 

While the wider education component and labour market initiatives had given the network a strong boost, I could see that the program was being stifled by the perception of the users that the Network was only for education purposes and by my superiors who agreed with them. There was so much more that we could do. The telecentres had taken up desk top publishing, were restoring the community newspapers which were having a strong effect on social issues within the town, were collocating with libraries which saw their usage numbers escalate - email and the internet were just emerging on a basis that would make it obtainable for rural and remote users.  Further, two of the initial three centres which had commenced in the north, had now moved from their education locations to the main street of town and as a result had gone from ‘just coping’ centres to highly profitable entities. It was time to move on and necessary to identify new budget monies. 

It should be noted that the Support Unit received a three year budget when it went to the Department of Training in 1993 which had allowed it to continue to pay each of the Telecentre Coordinators in return for 20 hours work  per week work and to continue to maintain the Support Unit. This does not mean that telecentres only operate 20 hours.  In fact, the great majority of centres now operate full time, with the local Management Committee paying the Coordinator additional hours (some full time) and with volunteers assisting.  Some centres have more than one paid employee - with one having 9 persons now on the staff.  

What did I learn while the Support Unit was situated at its second location?

· That while the move had proved a good one initially, the narrow focus of the host organisation (education and training) resulted in the Learning Network Centres being seen as education centres with little vision to expand beyond these functions. 

· There was strong reluctance by the Department of Training to allow the telecentres to become incorporated thus removing control from this Department.  After strong lobbying this was agreed.

· That collocation could be valuable. The Media Centre had feed off the network, which acted as the end user point of the programs offered, and the network had fed off the Media Centres programs raising the profile of both organisations. 

· That the consumer focus was incorrect. Not enough research had been undertaken.

· There was still a need to widen the representation on the Board. This had not changed during this period except for the addition of one Chair and one Telecentre Coordinator.   Board members still comprised predominantly education persons.

· That it was not wrong to evolve - perhaps the networked needed to move on once new programs were established to increase opportunities and services.

· The name was changed to Telecentres which set the stage for further expansion.

· It was essential for the Support Unit to keep in touch with the individual Centres

· An annual Conference for Managers and Chairs had great value

After negotiation, it was determined that the next home for the Support Unit and Network would be the Department of Commerce and Trade and here the sky was the limit as we commenced operation in May 1997. 

Having won major awards at national and state level, the network moved into a new era with government. Departments and services were now approaching the Support Unit seeking assistance to provide their services through this network. During the following years, Labour Market offices were established in each site, programs and information for the unemployed were offered, banks that were closing in some communities were re-established in the telecentres, Scitech - a roving science program was run through the telecentres, Medicare assistance was provided, Tax Office information (Government Online) was established, ISPs and on-selling of Internet connections at local call cost was a lucrative income, monies were obtained to provide Internet booths in communities numbering fewer than 200 people, portable telecentres for transport to very isolated communities were built, extension of the network to 100 sites, commencement of teleyouth and teleseniors programs, interactive videoconferencing, a dedicated Extranet, etc.

Today more than 70 services are provided through telecentres as they collocate with other programs (libraries, agriculture, banks, education, health, taxation, professional services) and offer a wide variety of social, economic and IT related services. 

Finally, ten years after its inception, the WA Telecentre Network and Support Unit has been recognised as core government business and granted its own annual budget relieving the annual stress of negotiating for funds from the host organisation. 

A new Board was established during the period 1997 - 1999 comprising predominantly rural and remote persons who are democratically elected.

What did I learn during the period 1997 - 2001?  It should be noted that writer retired at the end of 1999 to take up the role of Consultant in the Asia Pacific. The program is today carried on by the Board and a very able new Team Leader.

· Moving to widen opportunities was the right move.  The Department of Commerce and Trade offered the network the opportunity to move into a number of new fields and to be seen as a wide-ranging network. 

· The network demonstrated that it was much more than an education network

· Communities have continued to establish new initiatives themselves, identifying funds (in particular through the employment of Development Officers) and taking on new roles in the social and economic areas of their communities.

· Telecentres have continued to evolve, moving from their initial basic services in small sites and moving to much larger locations in prominent sites providing a multitude of services and programs.

· The Support Unit and Network today find it much easier to identify and access funds due to the extensive organisational structures which have been presented to the Board for ratification and adoption on behalf of the network. These include Memorandums of Understanding, Resource and Performance Agreements, Codes of Conduct, Confidentiality Agreements etc. 

· A high profile magazine, extranet and new video conferencing networks continue to lift the profile of the network

· The future of the WA Telecentre Network is secure, with more than 120 paid persons now employed in telecentres and the Support Unit. In addition some 450 volunteers assist and 717 persons give their time as Board and Committee members.  Being recognised as core business of government saw the final piece of the jigsaw in place. 

· The role of the Support Unit is often required to extend beyond telecentre business.

· It is far easier to obtain sustainability in a rural/remote location than in an urban location.

The year 2002 will see responsibility for the Support Unit and Network once again move from the Department of Commerce and Trade (now know as Industry and Technology) to Local Government and Regional Services.  

What have we learned from the eastern seaboard?

Queensland has a strong Learning Network of 50 Centres which are not community-owned but are ably supported by a Central Management Group.  This network has been operating for more than 10 years at this time.

Tasmania’s On-Line Access Centres are quickly moving to extend their offerings from basic services to those of full telecentres.  This network comprises 64 sites.

New South Wales newly formed Support Group is looking to pick up existing telecentres which are still operating on a stand alone basis and to open many new sites which will culminate in a network of 90 sites. This network has been established with the help and advice of the WA Telecentre Support Unit’s Team Leader.

The networks of Queensland, Tasmania and New South Wales are and will continue to be successful given that they, like WA, have strong organisational structures and continued support from the Central Group. It is always sad that we need to learn from our mistakes, however it is good that the dialogue between States of Australia continues to  improve.  The formation of the new Community Teleservices Australia (Inc), a national Support Unit which will work through the State groups, lobby for new programs and services at the national level, provide national networks and a magazine to continue cross fertilisation of initiatives, provide access to national training and national programs and services and where State Support does not exist provide assistance to  individual centres, will draw together the successful  State initiatives into one National Network. This new National Group will have support and power to lobby on behalf of all Teleservice Centres Australia wide and will provide opportunity for Teleservice Centres to link with other networks around the world.

In conclusion I would remind readers that time has shown that telecentres have a major role to play in rural and remote communities. Telecentres are continuing to evolve and meet needs.  If  there is a need for someone to take over a video shop, education opportunities, someone to run the social programs, need for a location for a visiting accountant, of health personnel, need for a new location for the library or bank, simple access to basic services, labour market programs, etc., the telecentre will examine the potential and take on cost effective programs for the community.  Time has also shown that the chance of centres surviving is slim unless they operate as a Network with ongoing support. The government departments and industry which would use these facilities do not wish to negotiate individually with centres (in Australia up to 500 sites) but look for a central support group to lobby on behalf of the State or Nationally on behalf of all. 

It is a fact of life that mistakes will be made, that at times we will wonder if it is all worth the pain.  I can assure you it is, the rewards can only be felt when you visit the communities and see the difference that these centres have made to struggling communities.  During our recent drought, telecentres took on the role of bringing people together in social gatherings, operating as a central clearing agent for assistance.  During a major cyclone the local telecentre was the last telecommunication point operating and the first back on line as they relayed via video conferencing the devastation which had taken place and then proceeded to act as the base for the rebuilding of the community. 

The possibilities that these powerful networks can address are only limited by our vision and will to take on the burden of negotiation and implementation.  Remember that today there are many of us who have been there already and are willing to help you and provide assistance as you travel this road. 
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