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PREFACE

v

Information communication technologies (ICTs) are fast becoming essential tools in the
delivery of information, knowledge and education all over the world. Their application
among developing Commonwealth countries is, although slow, expected to increase as
the costs of appliances and telephony decrease. Anticipating this increase and mindful
that some valuable lessons have been learnt about the role of ICT-based telecentres in
supporting educational and community development in both rich and poor countries,
The Commonwealth of Learning decided to assemble in a single volume 14 case
studies, five chapters summarising the key issues and an appendix of valuable print and
online resources on the subject within its Perspectives in Distance Education series.

This is the first book to thus examine developments in this field. The eclectic collection
of case studies provided by practitioners and observers of telecentre development offers
many useful insights into the ways in which these centres can be designed to serve the
educational, socio-economic and communications needs of particular communities and
how they can be accommodated, managed and used to good effect. The stories told by
these contributors cover developed and developing countries, formal and informal
education and training, teleworking, government and community information services,
and private and public sector participation. They evidence the factors that determine the
success or failure of such centres: the appropriateness of the facilities and learning
materials; the sustainability of the funding system; participatory governance and
management; the creation of an encouraging and welcoming learning environment; and
respect for and engagement with local communities and cultures. It is our belief that this
book will help anybody interested in the development, management and use of
telecentres to make wise decisions on these matters.

The Commonwealth of Learning was very fortunate in attracting the 23 authors to make
their valuable contributions to this monograph. We were also fortunate in the choice of
our two editors who drew upon their experience and knowledge of educational and
technology development to shape and enrich the information contained in this book. To
all of these colleagues, I extend our warmest appreciation for work well done.

We hope you, the reader, will derive as much benefit from this book as we have in
bringing it together. 

Dato’ Professor Gajaraj Dhanarajan

President and Chief Executive Officer
The Commonwealth of Learning
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INTRODUCTION

Colin Latchem
Open learning and educational development consultant

David Walker
The Commonwealth of Learning

Founded in 1987, The Commonwealth of Learning (COL) was inspired by the vision
that the peoples of the Commonwealth must and can have access to knowledge, regardless
of where they live and whether they are rich or poor. Member Governments have given
COL a mandate to encourage the development and sharing of open learning/distance
education materials, expertise, technologies and other resources. Working with and
providing services to hundreds of institutions throughout the Commonwealth, COL acts as
a knowledge provider, catalyst for collaborative action, capacity-builder and trainer.

In the 1990s, COL introduced Perspectives on Distance Education, a series featuring
case studies to assist policy-makers, managers and practitioners in matters of distance
and open learning. The topic of telecentres is seen as a timely addition to this series.

Within many urban, peri-urban, rural and otherwise disadvantaged communities, access
to education means access to a better future. In the quest for access, considerable
emphasis is placed on the potential of information and communications technologies
(ICTs). However, about 90% of the people in the developing world have never used a
telephone and about 40% are still without electricity. Given the parlous state of these
economies, it is unlikely that ICT-based services will roll out rapidly or reach beyond
the main settlements and favoured regions. And even where universal service is
achievable, it cannot be assumed that the users are motivated, aware of how to take
advantage of the new services or able to afford them. 

The July 2000 Okinawa Charter on Global Information Society declared that everyone
everywhere should be enabled to participate in the benefits of the global information
society, and it pledged to help poorer nations overcome the “digital divide,” and so bypass
the barriers to basic education, better healthcare and socio-economic development. One
way that such barriers can be overcome is through the creation of public-access centres,
variously known as telecentres, telecottages, télécentres, infocentros, telecentros, espaces
numérisés, telestugen, community technology centres, phone shops, open learning centres,
digital clubhouses, cabinas públicas, people’s economic posts and wartels. 

In their most basic form, such centres may be no more than public call offices or
telekiosks run by local shopkeepers to provide telephone and fax services. In their
more advanced form, they aim to be multipurpose development agencies, offering

vii



info-exchange tailored to suit government and community requirements for tele-
education, teletraining, telemedicine, teletrading and telecommerce. 

The telecentre movement had its origins in the mid-1980s in Scandinavia. It then spread
to Western Europe, Australia and North America, and is now taking root in the former
Eastern Bloc countries as well as in Africa, Asia and Latin America. International and
national development agencies have recognised the potential of telecentres and are
supporting initiatives in various parts of the globe. 

This book draws upon the experiences of some of the world’s leading experts in
telecentres and is designed to help international agencies, governments, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) and educational, training and community
organisations establish, extend or improve such networks and centres. 

Chapter 1, by Sonja Oestmann and Andrew Dymond, provides a global overview of
ICTs and telecentres, critically examining the experiences to date and pointing to new
directions and possibilities for telecentre development. 

Chapters 2 – 13 feature case studies of telecentres — their histories, affiliates, functions,
costs and funding, accommodation, management and staffing, training provision,
publicity, access, technologies, research and evaluation — and the lessons learned from
these operations. 

Chapter 2, by Gail Short, describes the 76-centre Western Australian Telecentre
Network, which serves remote and rural communities in Australia’s largest state and is
now providing a model for similar networks in Tasmania and New South Wales. 

Chapter 3, by Anne Gooley, details the Queensland Open Learning Network, which in
10 years has grown from a two-centre pilot project to a state government-funded network
of 50 Open Learning Centres supporting lifelong learning in regional communities. 

In Chapter 4, Keith Sheppard describes the Remote Community Service Telecentres of
Newfoundland and Labrador, a network providing telemedicine, tele-education,
government and business/community services.

In Chapter 5, Bill Murray, describes the Hungarian telecottage movement that has
resulted in more than 150 telecottages and has plans for about 50 more, plus about 600
satellite offices in support of the government’s plans for information access and local
economic regeneration.

In Chapter 6, David Evans discusses the work of the Warwickshire Rural Enterprise
Network (WREN), a telecentre linked to the National Rural Enterprise Centre (NREC)
and involved in the establishment of RuralNet. 

In Chapter 7, Peter Benjamin describes the Gaseleka telecentre, designed to bring the
benefits of ICTs and training to a remote community in South Africa’s poorest province,
one of the few South African centres making a profit and paying a half-decent wage. 

Chapter 8 by Norbert Hartig explains how the Kitimat Community Skills Centre, the
first of such centres to be established in British Columbia, provides technology- and
workplace-based training in a remote northwest community. 
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Chapter 9 by Sergio Aranda and Mary Fontaine describes the AMIC@s, 12 pilot
telecentres designed to introduce ICTs, democratic processes and lifelong learning into
some of the poorest communities in the Municipality of Asunción in Paraguay.

Chapter 10, by Meddie Mayanja, describes the Nakaseke Multipurpose Community
Telecentre in Uganda, designed to assist the process of reconstruction in an area
severely affected by the civil unrest of 1971 – 1986.

In Chapter 11, Polly Gaster describes two pilot telecentres in Mozambique that are
designed to bring ICTs to the poor and unemployed and to help ensure that Mozambique
is a producer of indigenous material, not simply a consumer of content from developed
countries.

Chapter 12 by Leslie Howard tells the story of the DaimlerChrysler Distance Learning
Support Centre in Maseru, Lesotho, started as part of TELISA (the Technology Enhanced
Learning Initiative of South Africa), which operates under Technikon South Africa.

Chapter 13 by Jonnie Akakpo and Mary Fontaine describes three Ghanaian
Community Learning Centres run by NGOs and conceived as “learning laboratories” for
community development.

The multipurpose community telecentre is still at the concept stage in India, but in
Chapter 14, Santosh Panda and Sohanvir Chaudhary review ICT-based telelearning
and teletraining in the sub-continent and offer some insights into introducing such
systems into rural communities.

In Chapter 15, Heather E. Hudson , drawing on her experience as Coordinator of
Evaluation and Learning Systems for the Acacia Programme, discusses the results of
using the participatory model of evaluation in telecentres in Mali and Uganda.

In Chapter 16, Heather E. Hudson explains the value of formative and summative
evaluation and describes the framework and processes needed to inform the planning
and operations of telecentres.

In Chapter 17, Imogen Bertin discusses the introduction of teleworking into
telecottages or telecentres and, citing case studies from the UK and Ireland, the types of
work that can be undertaken using information and communications technologies. 

In Chapter 18, Bill Murray , Cathy Murray and Simon Brooks describe developments
and issues related to providing training for policy-makers, planners, telecentre managers
and staff, and telecentre users.

Chapter 19, by Mike Jensen and David Walker, provides a comprehensive overview of
the technology options and issues that need to be considered in planning and developing
telecentres.

The book concludes with an appendix listing Web sites and publications about
telecentres and ICTs.

We hope that this book will provide a useful guide for policy-makers, planners and
managers considering the potential and practicalities of telecentres. We are grateful to
all the contributors who shared their experiences, concerns and ideas with such
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generosity. Their contributions were invaluable and have helped to make this book a
unique record of the achievements being realised through the telecentre movement
worldwide — achievements that are enabling these centres to (as the WA Telecentre
Network strategic plan says) develop: 

From: To:

An unrecognised resource The first point of call

Low usage Significant usage

A narrow focus on technology A very broad focus on service delivery

A few services A wide range of services and partnerships

Individual sites A network

A backroom or add-on service A centre for collocation of services

A drop-in centre A service and information centre

Government business done for and Government services provided in 
to the community association with the community

Top-down management Community team management

Followers Leaders and role models

A community profile A community, state, national and
international profile

An optional service An essential service
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CHAPTER 1

TELECENTRES — 
EXPERIENCES, LESSONS AND TRENDS

Sonja Oestmann and Andrew C. Dymond
Intelecon Research & Consultancy Ltd.

INTRODUCTION

Telecentres have been hailed as the solution to development problems around the world
because of their ability to provide desperately needed access to information and
communication technologies (ICTs) (Gómez and Hunt 1999). A significant number of
such centres have been piloted and implemented by various governmental and
development agencies across the globe.

Telecentres have considerable potential for narrowing the “digital divide” in remote,
rural and otherwise disadvantaged communities. They can be especially useful in
helping developing countries and rural areas take advantage of the information
economy, access education, government information, healthcare and other services, and
develop socially and economically.

Some telecentres and telecentre networks — most often those found in countries where
sufficient funds are available — have been highly successful. A number of these feature
as case studies in this book. For other centres and networks, however, the experiences
have been less than encouraging, especially in developing countries. This may be
attributable to a range of factors, such as the fact that many telecentre projects are still
at the pilot stage or in their early years of operation. Other potentially problematic
issues include financing telecentres and choosing appropriate ownership models, both of
which manifest themselves in implementation shortcomings.

This chapter provides a brief introduction to telecentres, critically examines the
experiences to date, particularly in developing countries and emerging markets,
delineates the key issues, and points to new directions and possibilities for telecentre
development. Central elements are a discussion of financing, ownership and operating
models, and a consideration of private sector involvement.
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TECHNOLOGY TRENDS: A CHALLENGING
OPPORTUNITY

The proliferation and use of ICTs presents opportunities and challenges both to the
mature service-oriented economies of Europe, Australasia and North America and to
developing countries. Current technology and market trends fall into four main
categories:

• Convergence — Increasingly, information, communications and media technologies
are coming together, offering seamless access to a full range of multimedia
resources.

• Internet — Its proliferation in many aspects of daily life is widespread and it is
transforming business through e-commerce. 

• Wireless and satellite — These new, go-anywhere technologies also promise lower
costs.

• Privatisation and liberalisation — These are the twin vehicles for accelerating and
facilitating technological advance and access to the wide range of options.

Even in advanced economies, there are rural and remote communities that have been
left behind in terms of educational and technological equity and access. The
technological revolution that is transforming our economies and societies into
information economies and information societies meets with many obstacles in
developing countries and is in danger of widening the now well-known “digital divide.”
Conversely, the technological advances provide the means for “leapfrogging”—that is,
the opportunity for developing countries to jump to a new paradigm before problems of
delivery have been solved by traditional means, both in technical and economical terms.

Even allowing for the rhetoric and hype about the new technologies, developing
countries and rural communities could generally take advantage of the benefits available
through the following:

• The Internet and Web — the benefits: new and enlarged sources of information and
knowledge

• E-mail and chat rooms — the benefits: new forms of communication and “virtual
organisations”

• The extraordinary pace of software development — the benefits: generic and locally
produced teaching, training and information material, with enhanced graphics,
animation and interaction

• The lowering of bandwidth costs and emergence of enhanced cable, wireless and
satellite systems — the benefits: greater opportunities for videoconferencing, online
learning, etc.

• Public access schemes — the benefits: greater assistance to lower income groups
and disadvantaged communities

However, realising this potential calls for political will and support, and for solutions to
four key obstacles:

• access to technology;

• affordability and financing;

• inappropriate regulatory frameworks; and

• shortage of knowledge and skills to develop and implement ICT-based systems.
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THE TELECENTRE CONCEPT

Telecentres may be defined as strategically located facilities providing public access to
ICT-based services and applications. They are typically equipped with some
combination of:

• telecommunication services such as telephony, fax, e-mail and Internet (via dial-up
or ISDN, high-speed telecommunications network);

• office equipment such as computers, CD-ROM, printers and photocopiers;

• multimedia hardware and software, including radio, TV and video; and

• meeting spaces for local business or community use, training and so on.

While facilities and usage vary across telecentres, all reflect the intention to address the
issues of access by providing technology, develop human capacity and encourage social
and economic development. Depending on the size and extent of the services provided,
these centres are usually operated by a manager and a small number of staff who may
be part-timers or volunteers. 

Originating in Sweden around 1985, telecentres (also known as “telecottages”)
experienced fairly rapid growth in Western Europe and other industrialised countries
where rural isolation, lack of purchasing power and low-quality telecommunications and
information technology facilities were seen to be a hindrance to participation in the
information economy. By 1994, there were more than 230 telecentres in Australia,
Austria, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Ireland, Japan, Norway, Sweden, the UK
and the USA. The idea then spread and has become adapted to the needs of emerging
markets and developing countries. Hungary is the first country in Central Europe to
establish a large number of rural telecottages (more than 150).

Telecentres vary a great deal, especially in their size, facilities and services, according to
whether they are rural or urban and whether they are located in the developed or
developing world. Some provide only basic telecommunications services and are best
referred to as “phone shops” or “public call offices” (PCOs). Such countries as Peru,
South Africa, Morocco, Senegal, Indonesia, India and Bangladesh have independently
developed these, starting in urban or larger rural communities with a low level of private
telephone penetration and/or a large enough market for public access businesses to be
commercially viable. Well-known examples are Senegal’s Sonatel with about 10,000
PCO franchisees, or approximately 5% of all telephone lines; Indonesia’s 7,000 or so
Wartels; the Grameen “phone ladies” in Bangladesh; the PCOs in India (about 10,200
such centres in 1996); the PCOs in South Africa franchised by the mobile operators
Vodacom and Mobile Telephone Network (MTN); and MTN in Uganda. By 1998, there
were more than 9,000 such centres in Africa alone. These PCOs or phone shops often
comprise just a telephone and fax, but more and more are adding personal computers,
Internet connection and peripherals. Africa Online, an Internet service provider
operating in nine African countries, has offered PCO owners a franchise agreement to
provide public access Internet. To date, this has resulted in more than 600 so-called 
“e-touch centres,” mostly located in urban areas.

Other telecentres have become a vehicle for a wider variety of ICT services and
applications, taking advantage of the growing availability and access speed options for
Internet service. The advanced concept, as developed and promoted by the International
Telecommunications Union (ITU), called Multipurpose Community Telecentres
(MCTs), may include facilities such as libraries, training workshops, seminar rooms and
office space for local enterprises, and provide services such as videoconferencing,
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distance education, training in ICTs, telework, telemedicine, telehealth and even
telebanking and e-commerce. Telecentres can also function as community information
centres, providing access to databases and receiving and posting information of general
interest to local people (e.g., government notices, information on the spread of diseases,
weather information, prices of farm products, educational opportunities). Telecentres
therefore go beyond mere access to telephony. Their purposes are to:

• expand access to ICT-based services;

• extend the reach of public services such as education, health and social services;

• provide information of general interest to the local community, including
government information, and of special interest to specific groups such as farmers,
local businesses and non-governmental ogranisations (NGOs); and

• provide access to infrastructure, technology support and advice for the development
of businesses. 

Telecentre projects have been initiated in at least 21 developing countries, namely:
Suriname, South Africa, India, Mozambique, Uganda, Philippines, Egypt, Ghana, Mali,
Bhutan, Benin, Honduras, Tanzania, Mexico, Brazil, Hungary, Estonia, Romania, Haiti,
Maldives and Vietnam. Many telecentres are still in the planning or pilot stage.

One of the advantages of telecentres is that they provide a means of delivering public
and private services to rural and remote locations without incurring immediate large
investments. In fulfilling these goals, they are expected to have a positive impact on the
socio-economic development of the communities they serve, helping to:

• develop rural and remote infrastructure;

• provide rural regions with better public services and improved local administration;

• generate employment and foster socio-economic development;

• integrate relatively isolated communities into the national and international
information network and thus accelerate exchange of private goods and services;

• transfer expertise in a number of areas, such as agriculture, to and from the
community; and

• give local producers access to market information, thus reducing the need for
middlemen and increasing rural incomes.

TELECENTRE EXPERIENCE AND EVALUATION

Experience with services, usage and the problems, issues and achievements of
telecentres are reviewed in this section, with a particular focus on developing countries
and emerging markets.

Evaluation of telecentres in developing countries, especially in terms of socio-economic
impact assessment, is scant so far. This can be attributed to the very early stages of most
of the projects. However, evaluation frameworks and methodologies are emerging (see
Gómez and Hunt 1999).

Evidence of performance in developing countries is also still very limited. It must be
borne in mind that cases vary according to the nature of the location, the year of
development and the regulatory environment, among other factors. Thus, generalisations
can be made only cautiously at this stage. Nevertheless it is possible to observe key
trends.
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Services and usage

Services provided by telecentres vary according to the degree of development of the
country. For example, a summary published by the ITU on MCTs in Ireland indicates
that 50% or more of the centres offered access to computers and the Internet, word
processing, photocopying, desktop publishing and computer and Internet training
(Ernberg 1998). More than 20% offered some Web site development. Telecentres in
Ireland are clearly geared towards assisting small business development and providing
higher-end information technology equipment. Access to basic telecommunications is
not the main objective.

In contrast, centres in developing countries virtually all have basic telecom and office
equipment for public use, which represents the primary demand. A recent study (Roman
2000) of eight telecentres established by the Universal Service Agency in South Africa
shows that the strongest demand and usage is for the following basic services:

• phone calls and faxes

• photocopying

• printing

• typing services

• bookkeeping for micro-businesses

There is also considerable demand for ICT training which is seen as increasing
employment opportunities. However, many telecentres are not yet able to cater
effectively to this market. For example, because they do not provide certificated
programmes, the courses are of limited use for people looking for employment.

Telecentres need to provide services beyond basic access to telecom and office
equipment, which can be (and mostly is) better provided by simpler phone shops.
Evidence for this is the increasing number of PCO-type operations in emerging markets
and developing countries. 

Although telecentres are praised as a crucial development tool and have considerable
potential, the data available on rural demand and usage of the Internet in such centres
suggest that this is not sufficiently realised. A survey of telecentres supported by the
Universal Service Agency (USA) in South Africa found that personal computers and the
Internet were severely underutilised (Khumalo 1998). The reasons are thought to be:

• illiteracy in general and computer illiteracy in particular;

• language problems resulting from the fact that the Internet is mostly in English
though there are many local languages;

• lack of awareness and culture about the use and benefits of ICT;

• the high cost of Internet connection through long-distance calls due to lack of local
points-of-presence (POPs); and

• poor quality telecom connections.

It would also appear that computer training has increased Internet and personal
computer usage in South African telecentres only minimally. 
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Local content

Another major issue that may explain the under-utilisation of the Internet is that there is
limited content on the Internet relevant to the needs of rural users in developing
countries. More recent telecentre initiatives are therefore including local content
development in their plans and actively seeking partners who can contribute to this,
such as local farmers’ organisations, educational institutions and NGOs. 

An example of local information demand and local content creation can be found in four
“infoshops” in Pondicherry, India, a rural area of around 20,000 inhabitants (Shore 1999).
In response to a list of information requirements identified during the trial period,
volunteers in the villages created a local database that comprises:

• details of government programmes for low income rural families;

• cost and availability information about farming inputs such as seeds and fertilisers,
as well as information about grain prices in different local markets;

• a directory of insurance plans for crops and families;

• pest management plans for rice and sugar cane;

• a directory of local hospitals, medical practitioners and their specialities;

• a regional timetable for buses and trains; and

• a directory of local veterinarians and cattle and animal husbandry programmes.

Without consideration of such local content, attempts to encourage greater Internet
usage in telecentres may meet with limited success.

E-commerce

Examples of e-commerce applications in telecentres, especially in rural regions, are
limited to date, but the development of Internet-based transactional services is coming
more into focus. One example of such applications in rural areas in developing countries
is the online ordering of vanilla from rural Uganda. With support and funds from the
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) and its Agribusiness Development
Centre, a Web site has been developed for the Uganda National Vanilla Association
(UNVA), a private sector association of small farmers and processors who grow vanilla
beans in addition to other crops to supplement their usually low income. This Web site
has an online store where it is possible to order the vanilla with a credit card. The
proceeds go back to the UNVA, but are currently more a means of supporting the further
development of the association than a serious business. However, the Web site also
provides contact for commercial importers with an interest in purchasing larger
quantities.

Other e-commerce–related activities include several Web-based retailers of crafts and
artwork from developing countries, both non-profit and commercial (see, for example,
www.elsouk.com initiated by the World Bank and www.viatru.com from a Seattle-based
company formerly known as World2market). There is some evidence that these
activities increase the income of local craftspersons and artists and help preserve and
showcase centuries-old traditions. However, the logistics of shipping and managing
financial transactions presents a challenge.

In summary, while there can be considerable potential benefits and business
opportunities in such value-added ICT-based services for rural and remote areas, in
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many developing countries the more advanced services and applications of telecentres
are still often underutilised and underperforming. In addition to the reasons given above,
these services and applications are also sometimes severely hampered by technical
problems, infrastructure restrictions such as bad telephone connections and bandwidth
limitations, and insufficiently trained and experienced staff. Moreover, it is clear that
services and applications must be tailored to local needs and conditions if they are to
generate and meet demand.

FINANCING AND SUSTAINABILITY

The financing of telecentres varies according to whether the centres in question are
being implemented in developing countries or in the developed world. In the latter,
telecentres are often initially or partially funded by state or provincial governments, as
is the case with the Canadian and Australian telecentres described later in this book,
and/or through the national government, as in Australia where the federal government is
now helping to fund the establishment of telecentres in New South Wales and Tasmania
through its Networking the Nation fund.

In developing countries, telecentre initiatives are most commonly financed and
supported by external agencies, often in partnerships. Such agencies include:

• international and regional (development) organisations such as the International
Telecommunications Union (ITU), United Nations Development Programme
(UNDP), the World Bank, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO), and the Organization of American States (OAS);

• national international development agencies such as the Canadian International
Development Research Centre (IDRC), Canadian International Development
Agency (CIDA), USAID, the Danish International Development Agency
(DANIDA), the Swedish International Development Agency (SIDA); and

• educational and cultural institutions such as UNESCO, The British Council and the
University of West Indies.

International and local NGOs also play a considerable role in implementing telecentres. 

Private sector involvement in telecentres so far is fairly limited and comprises mostly
in-kind contributions or donations rather than an active entrepreneurial role, as with the
telecentre in Maseru, Lesotho, described later in this book, which was sponsored by
DaimlerChrysler.

In contrast, small-scale phone shops or PCOs are overwhelmingly privately financed
and run. Sometimes a form of licence or franchised brand name is introduced to
standardise appearance or regulate the number of outlets, although this is sometimes
more of a hindrance than a help to the development of the market, imposing more
opportunities for official control than are necessary.

In general, PCOs tend to emerge where a sustainable and profitable market exists. It is
noteworthy, though, that many PCO-type operations have been induced by specific
obligations on operators — on the incumbent, the second national operator or even
cellular operators. Examples of this are Vodacom and MTN which run PCO franchises
in South Africa, PT Telkom’s Wartels in Indonesia, Sonatel in Senegal and teleboutiques
in Morocco. But it is not only these obligations that have created a favourable market
and furthered the expansion of PCOs to provide access to telecommunications for the
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poor and rural populations. Through such means as “rural funds” (or universal service
obligations or universal access funds), commercial operators have been encouraged to
provide services to rural and other under-served areas. Operators can receive (sometimes
through competitive bids) subsidies to provide services to areas that would not
otherwise be commercially viable to serve. Rural funds are often financed from a 1% or
2% levy on the revenue earned by certain telecommunications providers in a country. In
other cases, government provides the funds. Successful and prominent examples of such
funding approaches are found in Chile and Peru. Currently, there are also five additional
rural funds in existence in developing countries and emerging markets, and eight more
are planned (Intelecon 1999 and 2000).

Telecentres are expected to be sustainable in the long term as their socio-economic
impact and the opportunity cost of alternative modes of delivery are realised. Thus,
almost all telecentres involve public/government support, but with an eye to eventual
self-sustainability. Most also charge for their services, but not always at full cost.

Some telecentres also have the potential to be commercially viable in the medium- to
long-term. Contrary to common perception, rural people in developing countries are
usually able and willing to pay between 1% and 3% (or even higher) of their community
income on telecommunications because it saves them more money than they would pay
(e.g., on travel or selling their produce at lower costs to middlemen) if they did not have
access to a telephone (Kayani and Dymond 1997). In the early stages, however,
telecentres require public or private investment to offset the high start-up costs and
piloting of new ideas.

Telecentres allow public agencies and private telecommunications and information
technology companies to assess the demand for products and services while creating the
market through exposing the public to the applications. They thus provide a means to
explore rural locations as potential markets for those companies.

Experience in the UK suggests that profitability in the developed world is possible,
though universally that has not been the case. Many telecentres have not been able to
move beyond dependency on institutional or volunteer support and donations of
equipment (Figure 1.1).

Figure 1.1: Profitability in UK telecentres and telecottages (Murray and Cornford 1999).
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As Figure 1.1 shows, about one-quarter of the UK telecentres and telecottages are
profitable and about one-third have experienced losses. This has also been the typical
experience of telecentre projects in other European countries.

Experience on sustainability of telecentres in developing countries is very limited, as
most of the projects are recent and not expected to be self-sustaining until after three or
four years of operation. However, telecentres in developing countries may enjoy certain
financial advantages over those in developed countries. For example, they may:

• generate a larger income from basic telecommunications access because they are
the only provider in an area or can extend the infrastructure to as-yet unserved areas
by, for instance, using satellite or wireless technology;

• receive block funding from the education, health and administrative ministries and
other government agencies if they are recognised as a cost-effective means of
delivering public services to rural and remote areas; or

• because of the low residential computer and Internet penetration of small businesses
and households in developing countries, capitalise on the higher and more essential
demand for public access to those services.

In a report to the ITU, Ernberg (1997) suggested that after initial investments are made,
telecentres could provide annual pre-tax profits of US$71,300, or about 60% of total
annual revenues. However, some caution is necessary here, as any projections depend
on specific local conditions, and the few financial analyses carried out by international
agencies use sometimes hypothetical or optimistic revenues that cannot be achieved
unless managers are astute commercial entrepreneurs. Some of the analyses also do not
take full account of service take-up rates, the affordability of communities, and the need
for rapid depreciation and amortisation of equipment common to the commercial ICT
environment. Public access by inexperienced users in the harsh conditions of many
developing countries may very well call for even more accelerated depreciation. In
summary, there is no general business plan for telecentres. Each must be tailored to
local conditions — and profits will be determined by those same conditions.

Currently, there is no multipurpose telecentre in a developing country that has proved to
be self-sustaining when all the financial factors are taken into account. Many of those
centres have been operational for only a short time and challenged by many teething
problems. Still, judging from what limited data are available on the financial
performance of the telecentres, and from what practitioners and experts have said, the
prospect of the centres becoming self-sustaining is rather questionable. A look at the
ownership and operating models (below) sheds some light on the reasons for this not-so-
optimistic outlook. It also shows emerging trends and suggests other approaches that
promise to be financially more viable.

OWNERSHIP AND OPERATING MODELS

While telecentres vary in many aspects, one common characteristic is that they are
virtually all initiated by development agencies and run by local NGOs. Thus, for
example, the info-shops in Pondicherry, India, are funded by IDRC and implemented by
the M.S. Swaminathan Research Foundation; the South African Universal Service
Agency’s telecentres are awarded to “community-based organisations”; the Uganda
National Council for Science and Technology (UNCST) manages the telecentres in
Nabweru and Buwama, which are funded by the IDRC; and the Nakaseke telecentre in
Uganda is supported by the U.N. Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization
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(UNESCO), U.N. Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA), IDRC, ITU and the
World Bank.

This mode of ownership is naturally reflected in the operating model — and accounts
for some of the problems accruing from it. The objectives of many of the NGOs
responsible for operating the telecentres are to foster and facilitate specific development
activities. Therefore, the local owners or managers, as non-profit bodies, are not driven
primarily to make a commercial success of their centres, nor are they often business-
minded or skilled in generating business and revenue. As a consequence, although
exceptions exist, there are commonly problems with:

• Pricing — Pricing strategies and guidelines are often lacking, and the prices do not
reflect the cost of providing the services.

• Market analysis and business planning — Proper demand studies and business
plans carried out before the establishment of telecentres are often missing.

• Competition — Where there is existing infrastructure, local entrepreneurs who
provide telecom access and business services are likely to compete with the
telecentres. Many telecentres are not prepared for this and, if they provide
subsidised services, they distort the market for emerging local entrepreneurs.

• Human resources — Many telecentre managers and staff are not appropriately
compensated for their work. As well, the centres typically rely heavily on
volunteers. Both factors lead to difficulties in motivating and retaining staff.

• Training — Managers and staff are often untrained in advanced operations,
financial management and customer service.

In summary, telecentres are often seen as supply-driven rather than demand-driven
because of their ownership structure and operating model. There is an emerging trend
that calls for more demand-driven models, supported with private sector involvement
and entrepreneurship. This trend is also reflected in some of the case studies presented
in this book, notably those located in South Africa, Canada and Western Australia.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Many different models for telecentres exist, but the same is not true when it comes to
models of ownership, management and financing. Telecentres in developing countries
are almost exclusively funded by international aid agencies and are owned and/or
managed by national or local NGOs. The private sector is usually only asked to sponsor
equipment; it is not offered any other possibility for attractive involvement.

There is great scope for exploring new models of telecentre ownership and financing,
and interest in doing that is growing among private-sector telecom and information
technology players. This is not to say that telecentres funded by government or aid
agencies and managed by NGOs do not have their place. Such centres, although
struggling with issues of self-sustainability, are pioneering in this field and will continue
to play an important role in testing new services and applications, creating awareness,
and incubating ideas and opportunities for rural communities. But they may not provide
the model for large-scale replication that is needed for widespread socio-economic
development in developing countries where government funds are limited. Only
economically successful models are likely to replicate themselves in larger numbers and
spread the benefits beyond single locations.
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New approaches, involving the private sector, are required. But how can commercial
telecom and ICT players be attracted into serving the technology-based needs of rural
communities and developing countries? The solution is not simple and several avenues
may need to be explored. The PCOs have been encouraged to reach beyond urban areas
through a mix of obligations and incentives that offer private sector players an attractive
investment opportunity. Similar options and guiding principles for telecentres might be
considered. For example:

• Demand-driven models — Instead of starting with huge investments and the whole
range of possible equipment, services and applications, smaller telecentres could be
designed, which would expand and grow only if and when demand and
affordability allowed this. Large visions should not be imposed from outside, but
astute local business people should be able to sense where good opportunities exist
and help maximise both the scale and viability of a telecentre.

• Commercial models — Such telecentres could be planned and run on a commercial
basis and managed by local and “highly spirited” entrepreneurs capable of
developing a business and management system. 

Preference should be given to telecentre solutions which have a franchise element
and can establish a network of telecentres through the involvement of national
telecommunication firms and Internet players. The success of the telecentres in
Western Australia and Hungary (described later in this book) is partly due to the
fact that they are made up of large networks and represent economies of scale for
users and providers alike. A network of telecentres under a single management
carries the advantage of providing quality standards and support — such as a start-
up package, an operating manual, recruitment and training guidelines, name
branding, and standard payment vehicles (e.g., pre-pay cards) — that increase the
centres’ recognition nationally and their presence in urban and rural localities. Such
support tends to raise the quality of the centres and increase the chances that urban
dwellers will purchase pre-pay cards or otherwise finance the participation of their
rural friends and relatives.

• Rural funds for telecentres — This policy instrument (similar to the universal
service obligations, universal access funds or rural funds used around the world to
ensure access and services for the rural, poor or otherwise disadvantaged) could
provide “smart subsidies” for commercial telecentres in rural areas to help offset the
large start-up costs or to subsidise telecentres on an ongoing basis in areas that are
truly beyond commercial viability (Intelecon 1999 and 2000).

• Other funding options for telecentres — Two examples of options that might be
offered by international aid agencies and organisations: 

– Micro-loans (say, of up to US$15,000) for local franchisees, entrepreneurs or
phone shop operators wishing to start a telecentre business and purchase
computer equipment and other advanced ICT equipment to establish small
privately owned and operated telecentres. 

– Seed finance on matching basis for qualifying national or regional private
sector players wishing to establish or extend a larger-scale telecentre operation
into rural areas.

• Multi-sector support: International development NGOs or agencies aligning
themselves with a national telecentre operation could sponsor services and
applications that are not self-supporting while the profitable services are
commercially run and managed.
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• Contracting telecentre facilities — International development NGOs and
institutions, as well as local governments, can be major users of telecentre facilities
and services if they involve the telecentre in, for example, an educational outreach,
rural development, public governance or health programme. Contracting the
telecentre to provide certain public services brings these agencies cost-efficiency
gains while at the same time providing the centre with additional revenue. This is
being successfully achieved in the Hungarian telecottage network (described in
Chapter 5 of this book).

Basic telephony services can be delivered commercially without major outside
investments, if the basic telecommunications access infrastructure exists. Telecentres
should not compete with (or be planned in such a way as to reduce the viability of) an
existing basic telecommunications retail business that involves local agents and
entrepreneurs.

All around the world, the liberalisation of the telecom sector has shown that, with the
introduction of private players and market competition, telephone access and services
have increased and tariffs have been reduced. That such benefits are also available for
the disadvantaged and rural population can be ensured by smart policy and regulatory
instruments such as rural funds that entice private players to bid competitively to serve
rural areas with the least amount of subsidy.

A similar approach to telecentre development should be explored: one where the private
sector and local entrepreneurs are supported and encouraged by favourable policy and
regulation to provide to rural areas a range of ICT-based services and applications on a
for-profit basis. Such an approach needs the support of international development banks
and institutions to kick-start larger-scale deployment with smart subsidy and seed
finance. It also needs the involvement of the local community and NGOs who can
enrich telecentre services by adding their development assistance. A true public-private
partnership is required.

In this spirit, we close by sharing an excerpt from a piece by C.W. Dugger that appeared
in The New York Times (May 2000), describing a project in rural India where initial
steps have been made to involve local entrepreneurs:

One such public-minded civil servant is Amit Agarwal, the creator of
the model computer project in the state of Madhya Pradesh. It is Mr.
Agarwal who has taken power out of the hands of bureaucrats and
given it to village entrepreneurs. 

Mr. Agarwal, 29, the chief executive of the Dhar district council, said
he believed that while low-level bureaucrats might be tempted to
demand bribes, an entrepreneur being paid to provide the records
retrieved on a computer would be more inclined to work hard. 

He has set up a model project in his district, one of India’s poorest,
where young men have a franchise from the state to distribute daily
crop prices and commonly needed state records for a small fee. 

Mr. Agarwal predicts that revenue-generating computer projects like
his will spread more quickly than those that depend on scarce state
funds. “This is the paternalistic welfare model that the country has
been slowly discarding over the past decade as not having worked,”
Mr. Agarwal said. 
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Since the project was set up in January, 22 villages have each bought a
computer, a modem, a printer and a battery for $1,500 with their own
money and agreed to provide a small booth to house the setup. 

In each case, the state then picked a young person from the village
with at least a 10th-grade education to operate the computer and gave
him a franchise to sell information from the state’s computer network. 

For 25 to 35 cents, villagers buy printouts of documents that they
might have spent days trying to get from local bureaucrats: land
records, caste certificates and proof of income, among others. 

For another 25 cents, any citizen can send a complaint to the state by
e-mail — my pension didn’t arrive, my child’s teacher didn’t show up,
my village hand pump doesn’t work — and the state guarantees a
reply within a week. And for 10 cents, a farmer can get a printout
listing the prices of any agricultural commodity sold at surrounding
markets. 

At Bagdi village, wizened, sun-beaten farmers filed in to collect the
day’s price lists for wheat, garlic and whatever other crops they had to
sell. They all said their knowledge of the rates improved their
negotiating leverage with middlemen. “If the price he offers suits me,
I’ll sell it to him,” said Satya Narayan Khati, who grows wheat on his
three acres. “Otherwise, I’ll take it to market myself.” 

In Bagdi, the computer booth is operated by Deepak Patel, 20, a
gaunt, lanky son of a farmer. Mr. Patel still helps milk the cows and
bring in the harvest, but he prefers his computers. After just a few
months, he is already making a good living from the long hours he
spends selling printouts. 

When people come in to e-mail a complaint to the state, Mr. Patel
writes out their grievances for them, since most residents of the
district are illiterate. In his booth, as in every computer centre visited
in Madhya Pradesh and Pondicherry, children crowd in, clamouring
for a chance to play on this machine that their elders call a magic box.
“It’s better than farming,” Mr. Patel said. “Through this you feel
connected to the rest of the world.”
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CHAPTER 2

THE WESTERN AUSTRALIA
TELECENTRE NETWORK

Gail Short
Telecentre Consultant

LOCATION AND CONTEXT

Western Australia is Australia’s largest state, covering about one-third of the country’s
7,682,300 square kilometres. It is also one of the least populated, with l.7 million
people, predominantly clustered around the state capital Perth and 11 major towns. The
200 other communities, ranging from the small settlements scattered across the
spectacularly rugged Kimberley region more than 3,000 kilometres north of Perth to the
coastal towns of the Great Southern region 500 kilometres south of Perth, have a total
population of only 200,000. It is these remote and rural communities that the Western
Australia (WA) Telecentre Network (currently made up of 76 centres, but planned to
increase to 100) aims to serve.

HISTORY

The WA Telecentre Network had its origins in a request by the WA Office of Higher
Education to the author, then one of its senior research officers, to explore ways of
improving access and support for those wishing to pursue post-compulsory studies in
remote and rural Western Australia. The author’s research led her to suggest that the
answer could lie in technology and she requested a review of delivery modes be
undertaken. The subsequent consultants’ report (Latchem and McGregor 1991)
recommended the establishment of a WA Learning Network. A subsequent survey
conducted in the remote northern Kimberley region provided strong support for the idea
of a trial being conducted in that region (McGregor 1992).

The National Board of Education, Employment and Training agreed to provide priority
funding for the first two years of the trial. The WA Office of Higher Education
appointed the author as support officer for the trial stage. Murdoch University provided
free accommodation for the co-ordinating office. The director of the inter-university WA
Distance Education Consortium was asked to oversee the project. And three prototype
centres were established, equipped with basic technology (computers, a facsimile
machine, photocopier, modems).
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Within months it became evident that such a network could not only address educational
needs, but provide a technology hub for a wide range of government and community
services and programmes in regional Western Australia which was, in its own words,
“doing it tough” — suffering a declining rural economy and the downsizing and 
re-locating of services to the major centres. 

AFFILIATES/STRATEGIC ALLIANCES

Early in l993, there was a name change to the WA Telecentre Network, emphasising the
shift from an exclusively educational focus to educational, community and labour
market programmes. At that time, federal Department of Primary Industry and Energy,
keen to promote the “Nordic telecottages” concept, was making monies available for
pilot telecentre programmes. Western Australia was able to avail itself of these funds
and quickly increased the number of centres to 18. And, as the Network grew, so did the
opportunities. 

In mid-1993, the Network moved from being under the aegis of the WA Office of
Higher Education to come under the WA Department of Employment, Vocational
Education and Training (DEVET). The Department of Primary Industry and Energy had
agreed to fund 13 of the telecentres for a period of two years, and DEVET agreed to
provide funding for the other telecentres for three years and to pick up the costs of the
federally funded telecentres in the third year. A four-person Support Unit was
established and the WA telecentres were connected into the state government-funded
satellite Westlink system to receive the live and pre-recorded school- and tertiary-level
educational TV programmes transmitted from the DEVET Media Network studios. 

The Network then went on to grow to 38 state-funded centres that became study and
work places for 120 unemployed persons in the government’s Jobskill scheme, enabled
3,000 student units to be taken by learners, and started to produce community
newspapers, provide desktop publishing services and offer bookkeeping and other
services to small businesses.

In 1996, the host organisation, DEVET, was restructured and the Network was evaluated
(Oliver 1996). The Network was found to be operating and managed effectively, but it
was recommended that it should encompass a full range of government and non-
government services and that the Management Advisory Committee should be
reconstituted to be more representative of business and enterprise. In light of these
developments, it was deemed appropriate that the more generic WA Telecentre Network
should come under the WA Department of Commerce and Trade (Regional
Development Division). This move was effected in May 1997. Since then, there has
been exponential growth in the Network, its programmes and services, and a building up
of “networks upon networks.” Extension of the Network to 100 centres is now planned.
Some centres are developing into telehubs, and the rollout of telecentre access points for
communities of 80 – 200 persons is well under way.

AFFILIATIONS AND STRATEGIC ALLIANCES

The Network now provides a comprehensive range of services throughout the state.
Some or all of the telecentres offer or support the following functions:

• Internet-related services — Providing Internet/Web access (all centres), Internet
Service Provider/point of presence (POP), e-mail post office, Web page design, chat
groups, special events such as Internet Olympathon, Online Australian Day.
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• Computer-based services — Providing sales and service, training, design of
conference/seminar presentation material, etc.

• Resource centre services — Providing desktop publishing, printing, laminating,
photocopying, facsimile services, secretarial services and administrative support for
meetings (all centres).

• Social activities — Supporting TeleYouth, KidsClub, TeleSenior and BushNet
networks, technology information evenings, etc.

• Government services — Providing federal government, state government and local
government information services. 

• Labour market programmes — Supporting the current Coalition Government’s
Centrelink scheme, the former Labour Government’s Joblink scheme and Work for
the Dole schemes (all centres), providing training via satellite, providing local
access to work experience and placement programmes, enabling the long-term
unemployed to re-enter the workforce, etc.

• Community programmes — Producing community newspapers (50% of all centres);
providing tourist information, heritage information, information radio, Satellite
Shopping Channel, library services, book exchange and community craft shop
outlets; organising community projects and activities such as fun runs and vintage
car trials.

• Local enterprise — Providing landcare and imaging services; accommodating
agribusiness centres; supporting Women in Agriculture, and organising Field Days,
New Enterprise Initiative Scheme (assisting with new business development) and
the establishment of telework, tele-accounting and e-commerce. Communities are
also investigating the establishment of Transaction Centres (acting as community
banks, Medicare Easy Claim offices and post offices) and other ways in which local
commercial activities can be managed through the telecentre system.

• General — Selling tickets for theatrical and sporting events in Perth and other
major centres; providing payroll services, telephone answering services, art and
craft outlets, engraving services, trophy sales, inventory services, security services,
video libraries and grant-writing assistance; acting as cyber cafés, advertising
distribution points, bus stopover and ticket sales points, and accommodation and
equipment rental locations.

• Post-compulsory education — Providing for tele-education; enrolling and
supporting vocational education and training students (in eight years, enrolments
have risen from 640 to 2,500 – 3,000 student units per year); providing rooms,
supervisors and technical support for off-campus tertiary examinations (all centres);
operating as university “campuses” (two centres). Before the Network was
established, 80% of the people enrolled in distance education in the areas covered
by the centres were male; two years later, 80% were female. 

• Lifelong learning — Providing short courses on demand for local communities,
training for seniors and others in uses of information and communications
technology (ICT), administering Scitech programmes (science/technology activities
for children), etc.

As well, a number of other functions for the Network are currently being tested or are
envisioned for the future:

• Telehealth — At the time of writing, telehealth programmes were being tested in
hospitals, health centres and telecentres to determine where future programmes
might be best located.
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• Telelaw — At the time of writing, telelaw programmes were being tested in 12 sites
with a view to extending this service in 2001.

• Other services planned— Australian Country Information Service, On-Line WA
(distribution of all government information), and community radio stations.

COSTS AND FUNDING

Worldwide, many telecentres have come and gone, some because they were only
established to provide a training ground for computerisation, and others because they
lacked long-term financial support once the seed monies were exhausted. In the case of
the WA Telecentre Network, however, close attention was paid to sustainability from the
very outset. 

In 1993, it was agreed that each newly established telecentre would be granted
Aus$20,000 per annum (at the time of writing, the Aus$ = US$0.59) subject to its
meeting quality standards and the requirements of a Memorandum of Understanding and
Resource and Performance Agreement. The telecentres could also ask the Support Unit
to negotiate on their behalf for new programmes, services and monies. Thus, for
example, the Support Unit brokered an agreement with the WA Lotteries Commission
which enabled each telecentre to apply for up to Aus$20,000 for additional equipment
after three years of successful operation. 

The Support Unit administers a Project Initiatives Fund to help telecentres establish new
programmes or services. This has enabled numerous small initiatives to come to
fruition. The telecentres themselves have also become more and more successful in
obtaining large and small grants, not only for their own operations but also for other
groups and activities within their communities.

Between 1991 and 2000, the Support Unit succeeded in obtaining Aus$27 million in
grants and other external funding. In 1997, it was successful in accessing Aus$4.9
million from the federal government’s Networking the Nation Fund to increase the
Network from 38 to 100 centres, establish 100 telecentre access points for communities
smaller than 200, build eight portable telecentres for isolated communities at least 500
kilometres from Perth, and install compressed digital videoconferencing facilities in all
centres. Additional monies have been gained for the TeleYouth, TeleSenior and other
initiatives. 

The new millennium has seen the state government recognise the WA Telecentre
Network as “core government business” and allocate it its own annual budget.

ACCOMMODATION

The Support Unit requires any community seeking to establish a telecentre to provide
rent- and maintenance-free accommodation. In the early days of the Network, two
rooms and an office and storeroom would suffice for a telecentre. Today, as the
telecentres evolve into fully fledged multipurpose community centres, more than half of
them have moved into much larger premises, often re-locating from edge-of-town or
sidestreet sites into higher profile accommodation on the main street. It is not
uncommon for telecentres to move into banks closing as a result of “rationalisation,”
and to maintain these services alongside all the other more longstanding services. Other
telecentres co-locate with state government libraries, Business Enterprise Centres,
Community Development Offices, Aboriginal Economic Development Offices,
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Community Youth Offices, arts and craft groups, or Community Agriculture Centres.
Others co-provide with universities, technical and further education institutions,
childcare groups, and various state government departments and agencies.

MANAGEMENT

Local level

The WA Network telecentres are community owned, managed and incorporated. Such an
arrangement was implemented in 1993 to ensure that each community realised that it had
the opportunity to shape the destiny of its own telecentre and operate it as a separate entity. 

Each telecentre is managed by its own legally appointed Management Committee and,
as such, has the right to establish services and programmes outside those established
corporately. The Management Committee is required to sign a Memorandum of
Understanding with the Support Unit and to meet the requirements of a Resource and
Performance Agreement, although a vital and committed Management Committee can
provide an almost limitless range of services over and above those agreed to. The
telecentre Co-ordinator/Manager answers directly to the local Management Committee
on all issues, including staffing. 

In the early days, it was not uncommon for a Management Committee to feel a little
overwhelmed by the mandates, technologies, personnel matters and programmes it was
called on to administer. Many members felt that the Co-ordinator knew more than they
did and tended to stand back and let him or her take charge. To address this issue, the
Support Unit staff visited all the telecentres to ensure that the Management Committees
undertook a more proactive and critical role. A subsequent conference/workshop held
for the Management Committees proved to be the turning point in the members’
understanding and willingness to take on the necessary responsibilities. 

The Management Committees are required to meet regularly, hold annual general
meetings and ensure the democratic election of new and returning members. They are
also required to maintain quality assurance procedures and to follow a mutually agreed
blueprint or plan. The Management Committees have their own online chat group, hold
regular regional meetings to discuss problems, plans, policies and new initiatives, and
meet every second year at their own conference. 

It has been found that the most effective committees are those with a diverse and
representative membership, in which each member is responsible for a particular portfolio. 

Regional level

Because Western Australia is so vast and diversified, programmes and services
established in one region may have little application in another. Thus, the telecentres
also operate on a regional basis, allowing the development of regionally focused
programmes. Each of the existing four regions is overseen by a Regional Co-ordinator
who supervises approximately 20 telecentres. These Regional Co-ordinators are country
people residing and working within their own areas. Their role is to:

• provide day-to-day support;

• train new staff and provide ongoing training;
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• run workshops for the Management Committees;

• identify the needs and opportunities for new regional programmes and services;

• seek funding for new ventures on a regional basis;

• report to, and meet with, the Support Unit on a regular basis to collectively identify
new network-wide ventures, needs and sources of funding; and

• provide corporate advertising and publicity throughout their regions.

State level

Each telecentre is part of the WA Telecentre Network, supported by the Support Unit
headquartered in the Department of Commerce and Trade in Perth. The Support Unit:

• lobbies government, bids on behalf of Network members for funding, tenders to
provide services and programmes, organises training, and provides other support,
collectively or on an individual basis; 

• hires the Regional Co-ordinators;

• provides publicity and promotion on a collective basis, advertises through the
media, and produces and distributes the network’s magazine Connection;

• undertakes surveys; and

• provides executive support to the WA Telecentre Advisory Board. 

The Chair and Deputy Chair of the WA Telecentre Advisory Board are appointed by the
Deputy Premier and are both rural people. The Board comprises a telecentre manager
and chairperson from each region, representatives of the Department of Commerce and
Trade, the Deputy Premier, the Support Unit, representatives of local government, the
Regional Co-ordinators and the Team Leader of the WA Telecentre Network. Other than
those sitting on the Board by virtue of their position, all members are voted in by
Network members in an open election. The Board must have 10 members who are
living within the telecentre communities and five persons with rural and remote
experience.

STAFFING

Telecentre Co-ordinators

Each telecentre has a Co-ordinator who is responsible for managing the centre on a
day-to-day basis and is answerable to the Management Committee. He or she needs
community knowledge, entrepreneurial flair and some business and/or professional
expertise for this work. Technical knowledge is not essential, but highly desirable.

Support staff

Many telecentres prefer to employ part-timers with particular expertise. This
arrangement provides local people with opportunities to combine work and family
commitments and offers more flexibility in staffing. It can also encourage more
enterprise. For example, people interested in desktop publishing may start working one
or two days a week, but be given longer work hours if they can further develop their
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skills and the market for their services. Some WA telecentres have managed to employ
up to nine part-time workers. Many of the centres also make use of volunteers. 

Volunteers

Telecentres provide free training to those willing to provide their time and assistance
free of charge. This not only enables volunteers to carry out their duties, but gives them
new skills and interests to apply in other spheres. Senior citizens and early retirees, once
they become involved with telecentres and understand the technology, have been found
to be more than willing to provide their time.  

TRAINING MANAGERS, STAFF AND USERS

As shown above, it is policy that training be provided for the Management Committees,
the telecentre Co-ordinators, and the support staff and volunteers.

The WA telecentres are also charged with providing lifelong learning for the
communities they serve. This covers everything from promoting and supporting tertiary
studies to providing basic training in understanding and using computers and associated
equipment, using credit cards at petrol pumps, using automated bank machines, and
even programming microwave ovens. New needs are constantly arising, for example,
Y2K compliance (at the beginning of 2000) and use of e-cards were hot topics.
Flexibility and evolution are two words used frequently within the Network as it helps
remote and rural communities adapt to a changing world.

PUBLICITY

The WA Telecentre Network has a distinctive logo and makes use of print, radio and
television advertising, leaflets, audiovisual packages and the Internet/Web to make its
presence and services known. In its first year of operation, the Support Unit produced a
simple newsletter to share information between telecentres. This has now grown into a
quarterly coloured glossy magazine, Connection, which goes all over the world and has
a readership of more than 2,500. Speaking engagements by Network staff are
undertaken locally, nationally and overseas, and the Network’s numerous awards have
also given it a high profile. A 1999 telephone survey indicated that 85% of persons
surveyed in each community served by a telecentre knew what a telecentre was and
where their local centre was situated.

ACCESS

Telecentres are required to be open 20 hours a week to qualify for grants towards
salaries, but the actual opening hours are determined by local Management Committees
and in accord with community needs. Many centres offer 24-hour access, with approved
individuals using security numbers or swipe card systems (the latter being found to be
more reliable and secure).

During the nine years of the Network’s operation there have been very few break-ins or
thefts. One can only presume that the centres, being community-owned and -managed
and playing such a vital part in the life of the communities, are generally regarded as
inviolable places and that any act of theft or destruction would bring swift retribution to
the person or persons involved. 
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TECHNOLOGY

The WA telecentres are hubs in a Network that brings into the regional communities
those technologies and services not previously available, and restores or revives those
programmes and services that have been withdrawn or down-sized. Each telecentre in
Western Australia has:

• Internet access at local call cost;

• TV and one-way video/two-way audio (through Westlink);

• access to a purpose-built extranet;

• the latest computing facilities and software; and

• ICT support equipment. 

Two-way compressed digital videoconferencing is currently being installed in all
centres, opening up possibilities for tutorials, training, telelaw, telehealth and
telebanking (with one bank manager serving all telecentre banks and communicating
with customers by videoconference as well as via the Internet). 

In 1994, when DEVET began its satellite “talk-back TV” to the then-18 telecentres, it
was projected that 300 students would enrol in its courses. In fact, 640 students enrolled
for TV-based studies and a further 300 enrolled through the Network to take the courses
face-to-face. Talk-back TV is still the cheapest means of reaching the whole of remote
Western Australia and allowing all parties to participate. The dishes and decoders, which
are provided by Westlink, cost only Aus$1,500 per site. However, over the years the
users have tended to move away from the live “lock step” interactive teleclasses,
preferring to take home the videos or enrol in the courses actually provided in the
telecentres.

It is interesting to reflect that when the Network started, fax was not available in homes,
computers often did not have hard drives and photocopiers did not have collators. The
challenge to the Network has always been to stay one step ahead in the game of
providing technology and technology-based services.

RESEARCH AND EVALUATION

There have been two formal evaluations of the Network: a preliminary formative
evaluation, Networks on Trial (McGregor 1992); and a later review, Networks into the
21st Century (Oliver 1996). The Network has also been included in a number of federal
and state government reviews. What these have shown is that the WA telecentres have
become focal points in their communities, and that they benefit not only individuals, but
whole communities, helping to stem rural decline, raising self-esteem, improving
communications, providing jobs, and retaining and generating many millions of dollars
in regional Australia. 

In providing ongoing funding for the Network, the state government clearly judges the
system to have economic, political and social value. Another measure of success is that,
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 period, 78% of the
telecentres in the eastern states of Australia have been forced to close. 
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The telecentres operate in accord with a rigorous accountability and quality system that
includes:

• a Telecentre Starter Kit which includes FAQs (frequently asked questions) and
answers;

• an Expression of Interest form that an applying community must complete and
submit to the Support Unit to determine whether the community should proceed to
completing a full application and business plan;

• a Tool Kit to help communities through the application and business plan process;

• a Resource and Performance Agreement against which centres are measured for
ongoing grants;

• a Memorandum of Understanding that defines the mandate and performance of all
centres within the Network;

• a Quality Assurance document that measures success;

• a Roles Manual that defines the tasks of telecentre managers and staff and the
criteria for selecting these;

• a Code of Ethics;

• a Confidentiality Agreement;

• an annual reporting scheme (for programme and activity information on other than
that required under the Resource and Performance Agreement); and

• the annual collection and collation of usage and performance data. 

The network has received a number of national and state awards:

• 1995 Adult Learners Week National Award for Innovation in Open Learning

• 1996 Australian National Training Authority National Best Practice in Training
Delivery Award

• 1997 Western Australian Premiers Award for Service to Rural Western Australia

• 1997 Royal Agriculture Society Rural Achievers Award

• 2000 Government Technology Productivity Silver Award (recognizing use of
technology to provide better service and improved technology for regional
communities)

As well, the federal government’s 1995 National Board of Employment and Training
report, Converging Technology, Work and Learning, made the following
recommendation: “Advise the Minister for Primary Industries and Energy of the
important education and training role played by the telecentres and support their
strengthening and extension along the lines of the Western Australian Telecentre
Network in the current review of their operations.”

Applying for such awards has been found to be well worth the time invested. The
resultant recognition has proven to be highly motivating for the Management
Committees and the telecentre staff and volunteers and has lifted the national and the
international profile of the Network, adding to its credibility.

Informal feedback is equally encouraging. The Chief Executive Officer of the local
council in a remote community reports:

I was against the establishment of a telecentre in this community — 
I felt it would damage the way of life we currently enjoy and love. 
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I was wrong, what has happened is that the telecentre has established a
“pipe to the world” which will enable us to continue to live and enjoy
the life we know in this community, while also having access to
programmes and services we never dreamt of.

A student writes: 

I want to express my appreciation for the very enjoyable and
informative classes you have presented. I have learnt so much and it
has made me feel a lot more confident in using my computer.

This past few months, being able to study a computer course via
satellite, while living “out in the sticks,” has been a wonderful
experience because we seem to miss out on so many opportunities
when living so far from a town or city.

A woman on the Work for the Dole programme who worked as a volunteer in a
telecentre says:

I used to watch television 18 hours a day . . . then I began
participating in the Work for the Dole programme run at our local
telecentre. My life has completely changed. I now work at the
telecentre every day. When the Co-ordinator discovered my interest in
the history of our town, she encouraged me to publish my findings
which I have now done…. I have to say that the telecentre has
changed my life. I have discovered a whole new world and have
learned so much. Today I only watch television three hours a day!

And reports like the following are received:

A phone call to a centre by the Support Unit was replied to by a
tearful Co-ordinator. When questioned as to what was the problem the
reply came: “I have been working with a cerebral palsy child for some
months as he has never been able to communicate with his parents. He
has just typed his first message to his parents and there is not a dry
eye in the place.” 

Another telecentre had commenced a community newspaper and
required a journalist. A young lass in a wheelchair was identified and
she became a familiar figure as she visited numerous people in the
community collecting stories on her dictaphone. Today, this young
lady is a journalist in the city.

CONCLUSIONS

Numerous lessons have been learned over the past nine years of the WA Telecentre
Network. The Australian experience has shown that telecentres established on an ad hoc
basis have difficulty surviving. Establishing a network of telecentres may seem
ambitious, but it appears to be more sustainable because government departments and
private enterprise can see the benefits in regional as well as community service. There are
also great advantages in the centres being able to operate and contract to provide services
individually, in a cluster or on a regional basis, or as part of the overall network. 

26



It is essential that some form of central support unit be available from day one. Such a
unit is needed to provide a central focus, lobby for facilities and negotiate opportunities
for the network as a whole. Ongoing funding in return for performance and quality is
another must. While the WA Network’s funding only pays for 20 hours per week of each
telecentre’s operation, this has been found to be enough to keep the ball rolling,
particularly in the remote and severely disadvantaged areas. Distributing the same
amount uniformly across the network helps to make all involved feel they have an equal
share. Making the telecentres community-owned and community-managed is
empowering and encourages local enterprise. 

The future of the WA Telecentre Network appears bright. The telecentres are part of
the state government’s core business and have their own ongoing budget. They also
have guaranteed funding for extension to a 100-site Network, an additional 100
telenodes (access booths) and further technology upgrades, and they have a project
fund to foster new initiatives. With the structure in place, it is now necessary for the
Network to continue evolving and to stay one step ahead of the technology available
in people’s homes.

In conclusion, as the WA Telecentre Network experience shows, the key components for
a successful telecentre are:

• a high-profile, main street location;

• a Co-ordinator who is entrepreneurial and a “people person,” not a technologist;

• an active, influential committee;

• a supportive community;

• a support network and central support unit;

• access to ongoing funding measured against some form of resource and
performance agreement; and

• strict quality control.
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CHAPTER 3

THE QUEENSLAND OPEN LEARNING
NETWORK, AUSTRALIA

Anne Gooley
Chief Executive, Queensland Open Learning Network

INTRODUCTION

The Queensland Open Learning Network (QOLN) (www.qoln.net) was established in
late 1989 by the Queensland State Government. Its purpose is to expand the scope and
range of educational opportunities available to regional, rural and remote locations
through a statewide network of Open Learning Centres supported by a sophisticated
information and communications technologies (ICT) infrastructure.

The Network facilitates the provision to communities of formal accredited programmes
from universities, colleges and other educational and training providers. It also offers its
own programmes and support services in response to specific community needs. The
network aims to foster lifelong learning; motivate and empower people to acquire new
knowledge, skills and understandings so that they may lead fuller and more productive
lives; and support the development of learning communities capable of adapting and
responding collectively to new circumstances and environments. 

Traditionally, Australians have looked upon their land as being part of a “lucky
country,” rich in natural resources. Queensland gains great benefit from its agricultural,
mining, tourism and other industries. However, world markets are changing, and falling
commodity prices have particularly affected the regional areas. Now the call is for
Australia to become a “knowledge nation,” upgrading its knowledge and skills, adding
value to its traditional industries and developing new technology-based and service
industries. Historically, however, the participation in post-secondary education in remote
and rural areas has been roughly half that in urban areas. This has been due partly to the
“tyranny of distance” and partly to socio-economic and cultural factors, especially in the
case of Aboriginal peoples.

Such political and social issues demand entrepreneurial flair, inter-sector collaboration,
community action and imaginative applications of ICTs. Australia has always been an
early adopter of new technology and, with its remoteness and huge internal distances, it
is clearly heavily dependent on internal and external communications. The infrastructure
for ICT services is rapidly developing. In August 2000, 97% of the population and
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12.5% of the land mass were covered by digital services — and it is just a matter of
time before the only problems will be in the fringe areas of coverage. Moreover, the
telecommunications industry has been deregulated, leading to greater competition.
Despite these favourable advances, people in rural and remote areas still face higher
costs of access and poorer levels of service than those in the major conurbations. These
are the problems that QOLN seeks to address.

LOCATION AND CONTEXT

Queensland is Australia’s second largest state, encompassing some 1,743,300 square
kilometres. It has a population of approximately 3.5 million, 1.5 million of whom live in
the state capital, Brisbane. The other 2 million are widely dispersed in small towns and
remote and rural communities. Providing services to these communities — which range
from the tropical rainforest and savannah lands of the far north, through the rich
farmlands and sugar plantations and on to the remote outback — presents daunting
challenges. Without QOLN and its Open Learning Centres, many of these communities
would be severely disadvantaged in terms of having access to educational services
provided by Australia’s universities, TAFE (Technical, Further and Vocational
Education) Institutes, and other public and private providers. As Figure 3.1 shows, there
are approximately 50 Open Learning Centres across the state. However, this map does
not give the full extent of the coverage because, in addition to the centres shown, QOLN
also sometimes establishes satellite centres in very small communities to meet their
specific short-term needs for education and training.

Figure 3.1: Locations of the Queensland Open Learning Network Centres.
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HISTORY

The Queensland Open Learning Network was really ahead of its time in recognising, in
the late 1980s, that educational institutions needed to be far more responsive to the
forces of change reshaping the processes and circumstances of learning and the
expectations of the learners. The Network was the first statewide system set up in
regional Australia to harness the new learning technologies and be a driving force
behind access to lifelong learning by people in outback Australia (or, in local parlance,
“beyond the black stump”).

The precursor to the QOLN initiative was the small number of Study Centres
established along the coast of Queensland in the early 1980s by the University of
Queensland (UQ). The University had been a major provider of distance education for
many decades and was actually Australia’s very first “dual-mode” university. These
Study Centres, which were typically situated in local council buildings or TAFE
Institutes, were established for the use of UQ’s distance education students who, at that
time, studied mainly through print and correspondence. Later, the state’s two other
distance teaching universities, the University of Central Queensland and University of
Southern Queensland, decided to share in the cost of these facilities in return for their
students having access to these Study Centres’ libraries, quiet study areas and computers
for assignment typing. 

The centres were certainly well used and they met the needs of the distance learners of
that time. However, in the late 1980s, UQ decided to discontinue being a distance
education provider and it closed down the Study Centres. A number of leading educators
then approached the state government for funding to establish ICT-based Open Learning
Centres to encourage innovative delivery to rural and remote communities. Funding was
also sought for the development and delivery of bridging programmes for those lacking
the required entry qualifications for post-secondary education.

Following state government endorsement and funding approval, the Queensland Open
Learning Project was established in late 1989. The initial funding period was only one
year and the project was commissioned to conduct two pilot programmes: one on
establishing the Centres, and the other designing and delivering educational programmes
that would test the potential of the project’s delivery system. Approximately 
Aus$1 million was allocated to establish and equip a statewide network of Open
Learning Centres, provide the ICT infrastructure, fund the head office staff and Centre
Co-ordinators’ salaries, and meet all of the telecommunications and running costs — 
a modest sum indeed for such a large and challenging project! No provision was made
for the purchase or rental of buildings for the centres, and the communities themselves
were made responsible for this, something they responded to generously.

The project was officially launched in Bundaberg in July 1990, by which time 15
centres had already been established, ranging from Badu Island at the tip of Cape York
Peninsula in the north, to the Gold Coast in the south and Mount Isa in the west. A
commissioned report on the project’s first year declared that it was meeting a great
need, doing great work, and should be supported. From that time on, QOLN (as it came
to be called) has been partially funded by the state government.

During the early stages of QOLN, the communication infrastructure was neither robust
nor reliable and the communication costs were high. As a result, the use of ICT for
teletutorials and other applications was relatively modest. Nevertheless, the Open
Learning Centres proved their worth in enabling students to interact with their lecturers
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and fellow students at other sites, find a quiet place for study, type assignments and
organise their own tutorials.

Since that time, QOLN has had to respond to a rapidly changing environment.
Globalisation, the more knowledge-based economy, and a loss of jobs in traditional
areas have created new requirements for education and training. Experiencing decline or
loss of such essential services as rail links, banking and postal services, the regions are
lobbying their politicians for “a fair go.” Governments, seeing the potential of ICTs and
distance learning, have started to provide more funding for technology infrastructure for
rural communities. Sectoral, state and indeed national boundaries are becoming
increasingly irrelevant as providers compete or form strategic alliances to gain market
advantage. Within such a context, QOLN has had to be responsive to its members and
clients to ensure that it is a full-spectrum provider of services relevant to their changing
needs and circumstances.

AFFLIATES AND STRATEGIC ALLIANCES

The Network is committed to the concept of “one service – two clients.” On the one
hand, its role is to stimulate and provide quality education and training in all
communities, regardless of location or population base. To achieve this, QOLN needs to
develop alliances with a wide range of local government, industrial, business and
community organisations to gain support in establishing, maintaining and managing the
facilities and services within the local communities. On the other hand, as a conduit for
learning delivery and support, QOLN also needs to develop strong alliances and
partnerships with universities, Institutes of TAFE, private training providers, commercial
organisations and government departments — not exclusively in Queensland.

AFFILIATIONS AND STRATEGIC ALLIANCES

The Network has grown and had many successes over the past 10 years, and for all of
that time its primary goal has remained unchanged: to expand the scope and range of
education opportunities available to communities. However, while this goal may have
remained constant, the Network’s products and services have evolved and diversified in
response to the significant economic, social and technological developments that have
occurred, as well as to shifts that have taken place from once-off, classroom-based
learning or training to ongoing flexible learning in the workplace, home or Open
Learning Centre (Figure 3.2).

The Network’s initial focus on tertiary education has broadened and its advocacy,
support and delivery services are now provided on behalf of many organisations,
including private education and training providers, industrial organisations, large
businesses, small to medium enterprises, government departments and non-
governmental organisations (NGOs). 

The Open Learning Centres have always been invaluable for those seeking career
information. It is estimated that people now need to contemplate changing their careers
up to six or seven times during their working lifetimes. Thus, an initial qualification or
grounding in any field is no longer a guarantee of employment, but only the beginning
of a journey of lifelong learning. These demands mean that the Network must provide
timely and up-to-the-minute career information and advice. 
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Figure 3.2: The growth and evolution of the Queensland Open Learning Network.

The Queensland Open Learning Network is unique among Australia’s telecentre
networks in providing the following comprehensive suite of programme-related
services to its members and external clients:

• Programme design:

– conducting needs assessment and designing organisational impact plans

– developing curricula

– developing processes for national accreditation

– identifying options and strategies for programme development and delivery

– developing programme specifications

• Programme development:

– sourcing and evaluating existing materials

– providing access to online and off-line communication and information
technologies

– matching training aims with cost-effective open learning strategies

• Programme delivery and support:

– training teachers and trainers to develop and deliver programmes using
communications and information technologies

– training administrative staff to support teachers and trainers

– providing local expert assistance to communities throughout Queensland

– providing access to state-of-the-art communications and information
technologies

– providing learning materials and resources
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• Programme management and administration:

– developing appropriate systems and processes

– developing innovation management strategies 

– identifying financial and human resource requirements 

Three recent projects and programmes illustrate the Network’s approach to lifelong
learning: the Plan Your Career initiative, the Tablelands Online Project and Clinical
Legal Education.

Plan Your Career

Plan Your Career is an accredited (Certificate II) training programme developed as a
stepping stone for women wishing to re-enter the workforce. It is an intervention
designed to give women in remote and rural Queensland equal opportunity to develop
workplace skills and a greater sense of self-esteem. This programme was designed by
QOLN and draws upon two earlier programmes designed to improve access and equity
and address the need for empathetic and responsive material for training women. 

Planning Your Career has proved so successful that it has been offered in most of the
Open Learning Centres over the last three years. It is delivered through a mix of face-to-
face meetings, audiographic conferencing, and self-paced computer-based learning
modules. 

The impact of the programme is captured in the following remarks by students:

The benefits from undertaking the course were more that I ever
expected. My self-esteem improved dramatically, even to the point
where I decided to join several community organisations…. [T]hrough
this decision I have made several wonderful friends.

The course has not only given me the opportunity to undertake
university studies, but has given me the self-esteem and confidence to
achieve my goals….

Before I started this course, my self-esteem was really down, I was
overweight and I thought because of this issue alone I was
unemployable back in the type of career I wanted. That was six
months ago, now where am I? I am a Sales Executive for a local
newspaper and yes, I am still overweight, and I realise that it is not
even an issue. The issue is to believe in yourself and your ability and
together with the skills you have acquired during your course, you can
do anything you put your mind…. [S]tep outside that “comfort
barrier” and have a go.

Participants in the Plan Your Career programme.
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Tablelands Online Project

The Tablelands Online project helps rural and remote communities to develop
knowledge and skills in ICTs and participate in the digital economy. It is characterised
by community ownership and involvement, community-based training and support,
involvement of government agencies, an action-research development framework, and
online training and support. It offers basic education for new users and advanced
programmes for those with experience, and it is based on the premise that the advanced
learners can support and guide the newcomers in their learning. 

Clinical Legal Education

This pilot programme gave Brisbane-based law students opportunities to provide advice
on family law to people in rural communities via QOLN’s audiographic conferencing
system. The initiative gave the students first-hand experience in discussing legal matters
with country people, enabled the audience to gain useful information on matters that
were of direct concern to them, and facilitated the provision of legal advice in areas
under-represented by legal practitioners.

FUNDING

The Queensland state government provides annual, recurrent base-level funding towards
the maintenance of the Network. The universities, colleges, businesses, government
departments and other organisations and agencies using the Network pay an annual
membership fee in return for certain entitlements. The Network contributes significantly
to its own operations and improvement through a range of revenue-generating projects.
All three funding approaches are essential to ensure that the students can continue to
gain free access to learning resources through the Open Learning Centres, that such
services as have to be charged out to the communities are done so at the lowest possible
price, and that QOLN’s products and services are continually enhanced and adapted to
changing needs and circumstances.

ACCOMMODATION

Every community wishing to establish an Open Learning Centre must accept
responsibility for providing accommodation that is located and set up to be a focal
point, easily accessed. In setting up new centres, there is always extensive consultation
with the Chief Executive Officers and members of town or shire councils, chairpersons
of local organisations, heads of educational institutions, and students within the
community to gauge the expectations and requirements of the centre. 

The Open Learning Centres are as diverse as the communities they serve. They come in
various forms and sizes and are variously located in schools, community halls, ex-service
clubs, libraries, courthouses and government offices. The number and size of the rooms
also vary considerably, but a typical Open Learning Centre features space for face-to-face
learning activities, quiet study, and computing and communications (Figure 3.3).
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MANAGEMENT

While the Network as a whole is co-ordinated through the head office in Brisbane, the
individual centres are managed locally by their Co-ordinators who are responsible for:

• local promotion of network products and services;

• liaison with community groups and individuals to identify and report on learning
needs;

• management and maintenance of equipment, resources and services; and

• local bookings and timetabling.

Statewide co-ordination by the head office achieves significant economies of scale and
includes such responsibilities as:

• strategic planning;

• promotion of the Network statewide and nationally;

• liaison with government and other funding agencies to guarantee appropriate levels
of revenue;

• management of strategic alliances and partnerships;

• management of the growth and expansion of the Network;

• financial management of the Network (including the management of special grants
and programmes);

• human resource management for the Network;

• co-ordination of research and development activities;

• management of statewide training programmes and services; and

• management and maintenance of the statewide technology infrastructure.
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STAFFING

The headquarters staff in Brisbane comprise a Chief Executive, Deputy Chief Executive,
Director of Corporate and Business Services, Director of Learning Services, Director of
Technology Services, and Network Co-ordinator, as well as general staff for handling
administration and enquiries. Learning Services is considered to be the “engine” that
drives QOLN, and consists of instructional designers and other staff who design and
develop courses to be delivered throughout the Network. Staff there also work closely
with universities and TAFE Institutes to convert face-to-face courses for flexible
delivery. Technology Services engages in action research in the design and delivery of
appropriate interactive communication technology for use by QOLN’s clients and in
training QOLN’s members in uses of ICT. There are 22 staff in the head office and
approximately 48 staff in the Open Learning Centres. The Network also draws on the
occasional services of academics and open and distance learning providers across the
state. 

Each Open Learning Centre is managed by a Co-ordinator from within the local
community. The Co-ordinators are expected to be “community learning leaders,”
providing information on courses, entry requirements, enrolment procedures, study
support and technology use. The also arrange teleconferences and social events for the
local students, organising graduation ceremonies, encourage local involvement and
generally build up local support for their centre within the community. Six “Group Co-
ordinators” assist the Co-ordinators with their day-to-day operations and concerns and
liaise between the Co-ordinators and the relevant officers at the head office. 

TRAINING MANAGERS, STAFF AND USERS

On appointment, the Co-ordinators are involved in an intensive two-day, face-to-face
training programme that covers:

• the Network’s philosophy;

• the Network’s products and services;

• the Network’s members and users;

• client service;

• administrative processes and procedures; and

• managing, using and maintaining the technology.

Ongoing professional development for the Co-ordinators is provided through print-
based resources, audiographic conferencing and online training. All of the Co-ordinators
also convene annually for further face-to-face training which is usually concerned with
such issues as new strategic directions, the introduction of new technologies,
programmes and services, and means of improving client service and learner support.
This event is invaluable for networking and gaining feedback on emergent trends and
issues in the various communities. 

PUBLICITY

Publicity and public relations are seen as absolutely crucial to the future health and
viability of the Network, encouraging community participation, keeping the key
stakeholders informed and ensuring that existing and potential funding bodies are aware
of the Network’s achievements.
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At the local level, each Co-ordinator is expected to promote the Network and its
products and services through:

• press releases to the local media;

• presentations to local government, schools and community organisations;

• flyers and brochures;

• open days; and

• induction programs.

All publicity aimed at national or international audiences is co-ordinated through the
head office which:

• produces a regular newsletter;

• publishes research reports and journal articles;

• presents papers at national and international conferences;

• organises an international open learning conference in Brisbane every two years; and

• issues national press releases. 

ACCESS

All Open Learning Centres provide 24-hour, seven-day-a-week access to learners and other
community users. Access is available to registered learners through a key-code system.
Local Co-ordinators are available to support learners at set times or by special appointment.

TECHNOLOGY

The increased use of technologies for learning, coupled with the changing needs of
learners, has led to new expectations on the part of those who use the Open Learning
Centres. Learners expect not only access to the latest technologies and facilities, but
individualised support in using these for their studies. The Network has therefore
ensured that all learners can have access to individualised and contextualised tuition and
support at any time they need it, as well as access to:

• a network of Pentium computers with shared peripherals;

• software applications, including word processing, spreadsheets and databases;

• software and hardware facilities for multimedia learning;

• printing and photocopying facilities;
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• a VCR and monitor;

• Internet/Web; and

• phone, fax, audiographic conferencing, audioconferencing and videoconferencing
facilities.

In addition, QOLN has an extensive computer conferencing network. It has found
audiographics conferencing to be particularly cost-effective for education and training
requiring audio and visual components. The audio is carried through the normal phone
system using a conferencing service such as Telstra’s Conferlink which allows multiple
sites to connect simultaneously. The data are connected through the Internet, using a Web
browser and a data conferencing program such as Farsite, Netmeeting or Proshare. The
Network has its own data bridge, neT120, which can bridge any conferencing programme
supporting the international T120 standard.

RESEARCH AND EVALUATION

The Network is acutely aware of the need to ensure that all its products and services
continue to meet the changing requirements of its stakeholders and are delivered in
timely and efficient ways through state-of-the-art ICTs. It is therefore involved in a
range of research and evaluation projects, including:

• evaluating Multimedia Toolboxes that support learning in the vocational education
and training sector;

• examining levels of access to, and levels of literacy in, information and
communication technologies for university and vocational education and training
students; and

• identifying community concerns and needs in adult and community education.

As well, QOLN engages in ongoing self-assessment cycles to improve the quality of its
services, and in the continual assessment (through surveys and questionnaires) of learner
perceptions of products and services. It is also a quality-assured organisation committed
to implementing and maintaining the requirements of AS/NZS ISO 9001:1994. All staff
are held responsible for developing, implementing and refining the quality system that is
incorporated in the organisation’s Business Management System. The Network is now
working towards certification under the revised ISO 9001: 2000.

CONCLUSIONS

There is sometimes an underlying fear that the digital revolution will lead to the
dissolution of communities and local cultures. However, one should never underestimate
the capacity of communities to adapt to change and respond to challenges. The QOLN
experience has been that, far from being destructive, new technologies provide a
framework upon which communities can build a network of social arrangements for
individual and group capacity-building, and that the Open Learning Centres are helping to
create learning communities that can share ideas of mutual interest and benefit. Through
the work of QOLN, women are erasing loneliness from their lives and acquiring new
skills and new confidence; young people are defining their own culture by sharing ideas
on music, sport and the pressures of schooling; students are advancing their knowledge
and job prospects without being forced to leave their families and jobs; educators are
extending their teaching and research through technology; farmers are discussing their
problems and sharing solutions online; and genealogists are sharing their family histories. 
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Also important is the considerable commitment and investment that QOLN has made in
researching efficient and effective use of ICTs for education and training. Its staff are
involved in developmental projects across a whole range of technologies and
applications, often collaboratively with member institutions and organisations. The
Network has won much acclaim for its developmental work and services — and it is
still set to grow and develop further. 
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