SHIRE OF BROOMEHILL

Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Australian Telecommunications Network

Context:

Broomehill is a Rural Agricultural Small [RAS] local government located in the Central great Southern of Western Australia some 300km South East of Perth and 160km North of Albany.

As a minor service provider to the mainly grain and sheep agricultural industry its proximity to the town of Katanning is something of a double edged sword as the outcome is all services are concentrated there leaving little prospect of ‘growing business’ in our Village.

The evolution of dry land farming has had a dramatic effect on the pace of ‘urban drift’ and the consequent downturn in job opportunity, particularly in the traditional ‘trades’ occupations has decimated populations almost to the point of no return.

It seems that the sustainable future of Broomehill Village and its environs is very much dependant on its ability to sell ‘lifestyle’ ie the quintessential Quiet Village, boutique or ‘soft’ industry eg aquaculture, viticulture, eco-tourism, opportunity. 

In the long term farming will remain the mainstay of industry and its needs are equally valid if not paramount.

Matter (a)

It seems to me that the language used to describe the functioning of telecommunications is too technical for most users and needs to be simplified to avoid a feeling of being ‘snowed’.

It is difficult if not impossible for a layperson to develop an informed opinion as to the capacity of the Australian Telecommunications network [ATN] to deliver needed/wanted services to rural & regional Australia.

Matter (b)

Anecdotal evidence suggests that ATN does not yet have this capacity. Television reception is poor and online capacity, particular on farm, is inadequate.

Matter (c)

Observation suggests that investment patterns are reasonably well targeted however the question of a standardised definition of ‘adequate’ remains a mystery.

Matter (d)

A standard definition of ‘adequate’ needs to be adopted and clearly understood by all stakeholders. 

Once this is established there needs to be enshrined a process that commands performance by service providers to deliver nothing less than that level of adequacy.

Matter (e)

There are lingering doubts about the will of service providers to maintain adequate delivery standards as new technology overtakes today’s agreed standard. Even if these doubts are unfounded the cost to users for upgrading may be prohibitive?

Summary:
The nature of technical language and the absence of a readily understood definition of ‘adequate’ diminishes the opportunity for a broad-based community response to this matter.

Limited resources and lack of political ‘clout’ make small [RAS] local government’s task of being heard let alone resourced, difficult indeed.

As an outcome opinion is often based on anecdotal rather than thoroughly researched evidence.

Submission to Senate Inquiry into the Role of Libraries in the Online Environment.

Context:

As above.

Matter (a)

Our experience suggests strong ongoing support for the library service across the community spectrum and it seems clear that the demand for online delivery of information will develop.

There are indications that some worrying gaps are present in the level of confidence/capability of users in the 45+ year old age bracket. It seems a challenge might be to ensure that this group is not left behind.

Matter (b)

Agencies, including universities etc, seem to have responded well to the voracious demands of technology however my concern is that they can make unfounded assumptions about the skill level of end users thus diminishing the effectiveness of their product.

Matter (c)

In the context of this submission it is the availability of access to online information and the capacity to utilise it that is paramount and suggests a need for better and ongoing education.

Linking Councils and Communities [A Networking the Nation Program] is, potentially, an effective means of achieving universal coverage and more are needed.

Matter (d)

We are limited by scarce resources thus initiatives are difficult to implement.

I believe that care must be taken to ensure that online services are seen for what they are-adjuncts to a more traditional way of using resources, those that require and encourage imagination, not just hardcopy!

Matter (e)

Small local governments lack resources to effectively implement and maintain a high level of service delivery particularly those involving new technology. 

Variances in emphasis between Federal and State Government add to the problem of delivering wanted/needed services efficiently and effectively.

Potential conflict between Federal and State Government about a particular emphasis on a program must be identified and resolved before local government is involved.

For its part local government and particularly RAS local Governments must learn to work together and perhaps funding from both Federal & State Governments needs to be conditional on local governments forming ‘clusters’ or Voluntary Regional Organisation of Councils [VROCS]?

Summary:

Collectively libraries are the repositories of the greatest body of knowledge ever known with potential to educate and empower individuals across generations.

Community awareness of the potential of libraries is as important as access to them; the challenge is to ensure ongoing commitment by relevant agencies to develop awareness and provide access including online facilities.

Peter Fitzgerald

CEO

Shire of Broomehill 

August 2002  
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