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57 Parliament
Received from the Legislative Assembly on 29 November 2012

Inquiry into the Opportunities for People to Use Telecommuting
and E-Business to Work Remotely in Rural and Regional Victoria
That under section 33 of the Parliamentary Committees Act 2003, the following matters be
referred to the Rural and Regional Committee for inquiry, consideration and report no later
than 31 December 2013 on the opportunities for people to use telecommuting and ebusiness to work remotely in rural and regional Victoria, with particular reference to:
(a) identifying the potential benefits for rural and regional Victoria if more people
were able to work remotely;
(b) examining best practice in e-business and remote working policy in other
jurisdictions;
(c) identifying any legislative impediments at a state, federal or local government
level;
(d) determining potential workplace relations, or occupational health and safety
issues that would need to be addressed; and
(e) establishing potential productivity, infrastructure or other savings associated with
fewer employers and employees needing to travel to and from work each day.
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Chairman’s Foreword
Technological advances underpin many historic improvements. These advances have driven
economic growth and improved the quality of our lives.
The impact of the current generation of developments in information and communications
technology (the internet, mobile devices and personal computing) is rapidly evolving. The
question my colleagues and I asked ourselves when we received the Terms of Reference for
this Inquiry is how we can use opportunities opened up by the new global communications
environment for regional development.
What I learnt during this Inquiry into the Opportunities for People to use Telecommuting and
E-Business to Work Remotely in Rural and Regional Victoria is that for businesses location is
becoming increasingly irrelevant.
This is true for a growing number of industries that we work in. That is why I would like to see
an increase in the number of telecommuters based in rural and regional Victoria, as
connectivity now allows those who can ‘telework’ to migrate out of cities and work anywhere.
This Report looks at how government can contribute to promoting telecommuting in the
context of rural and regional development. It should be noted that increased telecommuting
and electronic commerce based outside Metropolitan Melbourne would be of benefit to the
economy as a whole.
The Committee is in agreement that we would like to see remote working accepted by
employers; rural and regional Victorians having access to affordable and reliable high-speed
broadband; and a rural and regional workforce possessing the skills necessary to succeed in
the digital economy.
To this end we need clear policy direction particularly with regard to employer
responsibilities; more information on the quantifiable benefits of telecommuting including
productivity and infrastructure savings; government leading by example in promoting
telecommuting; access to technology via hubs or smart work centres outside Metropolitan
Melbourne; better use of existing infrastructure; and better data on the benefits of the
National Broadband Network.
The Committee’s recommendations point to ways in which we believe these objectives can be
achieved.
The Committee has also considered ways to encourage more rural and regional businesses to
implement e-business practices. Rural and regional Victorians are renowned for their ability to
adapt to and embrace new developments, be they social or economic. My colleagues on the
Committee and I saw this many times over during our public hearings and site visits around
regional Victoria for this Inquiry. It’s clear that they are embracing the global digital economy
Rural and Regional Committee
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and bringing many benefits to Victoria. But there’s room for improvement and I believe this
has to be supported and encouraged further.
I trust that hearing about successful entrepreneurs and professionals enjoying the wonderful
lifestyle rural and regional Victoria offers while working in their chosen field is an inspiration
to others who are hoping for the same.
During this Inquiry the Committee heard from over 220 witnesses, at 11 public hearings,
received 25 submissions, undertook six consultation sessions and 26 site visits, including a
study tour of the United States and Canada. I thank the many people who assisted us in this
Inquiry. In particular, I thank those who welcomed us to their farms and businesses during site
visits. Your hospitality and evidence helped us understand the challenges faced by rural and
regional businesses, and to appreciate their many successes.
I would particularly like to thank Monica Babine, Senior Associate, Program for Digital
Initiatives, Washington State University for generously sharing her expertise, advice and
connections with the Committee. Monica gave us many insights into how rural and regional
communities are benefitting from advances in communications technology and promotion of
telecommuting.
I thank the members of the Committee for their collegiality, their engagement with the
Inquiry, and their commitment to the development of rural and regional Victoria.
On behalf of my Committee colleagues I wish to thank our Secretariat staff, Lilian Topic,
Patrick O’Brien and Laura Ollington, for their dedication to policy development that supports
rural and regional Victoria, and their ongoing support for the work of the Committee.
We are always eager to ensure that our work reflects the concerns of those we meet, and I
believe that this Report does that. I also believe it provides concise, practical ways in which we
can support our rural and regional digital future.
In the case of this Inquiry the Rural and Regional Committee hopes that promotion and
encouragement of telecommuting and e-business will translate to opportunities for
employment being created away from metropolitan centres, further aiding the development
of rural and regional Victoria.
I encourage the Victorian Government to implement our Recommendations.
I commend the Report to the Parliament.

Paul Weller MP
Chairman
February 2014
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Executive Summary
CHAPTER 1: WHAT IS TELECOMMUTING?

The term ‘telecommuting’ has been in existence since the early 1970s and refers to any
work done away from an employer’s central location using ICT (information and
communications technology). It has traditionally been most suited to skilled work, but most
jobs can now be adapted to include some amount of telecommuting.
The adoption of telecommuting has proven to be slower than expected. This has been partly
due to a management culture that is accustomed to ‘line of sight’ management and unsure
of the skills needed to manage remote workforces. Quantifying the number of people
telecommuting is problematic because:
•
•
•

Not all people telecommuting have a formal agreement with their employers
The number of hours that people work remotely varies greatly
Many people do some work from home without considering themselves to be
telecommuting.

Formal telecommuting agreements – written contracts between employer and employee
based on an institution’s telecommuting policy – are necessary to define rights and
responsibilities for remote workforces.
It is expected that the number of people telecommuting will grow rapidly in the near future
as the power and influence of technology grows and workforces expect increased flexibility
in where and when they work.
CHAPTER 2: THE BENEFITS OF TELECOMMUTING

The benefits of telecommuting can be separated into four distinct categories:
•
•
•
•

Employers: for example, reduced operating costs and increased productivity
Employees: for example, better work–life balance and reduced travel time
The wider economy: for example, reduced traffic congestion through fewer
commutes; and economic growth and increased workforce participation
Rural and regional areas: for example, population growth and widening the skill
base.

Telecommuting arrangements are most commonly offered to workers who have been in a
position for enough time to have established trust with their employers. Modern managers
Rural and Regional Committee
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need to learn how to measure productivity through outcomes and established performance
management systems, rather than oversight alone. The successful organisations of the
future will be flexible enough to allow the flow of skills and knowledge throughout the
organisation. However, it is still the case that not every person is suited to telecommuting –
they must be self-motivated and highly organised.
Occupational health and safety considerations should be included in all telecommuting
arrangements. Employers of remote workers have no less duty of care to their employees,
who themselves must also take responsibility for their own safety. Legislation may need to
be refined before more employers are confident in implementing telecommuting
arrangements for their staff.
Regarding Industrial Relations legislation, telecommuting needs to be considered within
conventional employer–employee relationships as well as the emerging area of
independent sub-contracting and freelance employment. Nationally, flexible working
agreements are covered in the Fair Work Act 2009. However, the Victorian Public Service
Agreement has only a cursory mention of home-based work.
CHAPTER 3: GOVERNMENT AIMS

One of the targets of the previous Federal Government’s National Digital Economy Strategy
was that by 2020 at least 12 per cent of Australian workers would have a formal
telecommuting agreement with their employers. To date the Federal Minister for
Telecommunications has expressed support for telecommuting.
Suggestions for the role of government include:
•
•
•
•

Provide businesses with case studies containing both qualitative and quantitative
data on the benefits of telecommuting
Link government websites to businesses with telecommuting arrangements in place
Promote the benefits of telecommuting
Lead by example by implementing telecommuting arrangements across the public
sector workforce.

Local government also has a role in encouraging the growth of telecommuting in rural and
regional Victoria. This can include developing advocacy groups, broadband engagement
plans and digital economy strategies.
Many resources exist for those seeking assistance with telecommuting. For these resources
to reach their target several things are required: generating impetus for local communities
to embrace telecommuting; businesses proactively planning for this way of working; and
government setting an example of successful telecommuting.
CHAPTER 4: THE INFORMATION ECONOMY

The term ‘information economy’ – also known as the ‘digital economy’ – refers to
economies that have evolved past a reliance on traditional models of agriculture and
manufacturing, to ones that produce ideas and knowledge as much as physical things or

xvi
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objects. E-business – the practice of using information and communications technologies to
support business activities – is an intrinsic component of an information economy.
Compared to other OECD countries, Australia lags behind in some areas of participation and
compares well in others. The Committee found that there is a wide variety of successful ebusinesses currently located throughout rural and regional Victoria.
A key advantage of e-business is that online technology means work can be done from
anywhere. This opens world markets to regional communities; but it also opens up regional
markets to global competitors. Participation in the information economy – including
through e-commerce – is an important driver of economic growth. Governments, the
private sector and the community all have roles to play in the development of the
information economy in Australia.
CHAPTER 5: INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGY SKILLS

Australia’s digital economy will not reach its potential without a high level of digital
confidence across the community. Digital skills – also known as ‘digital literacy’ – of all
workers and businesses are important, not just those in the ICT sector. However, these skills
are lacking in many Small to Medium Enterprises (SMEs) across rural and regional Victoria.
Although access to high-speed broadband is important, more needs to be done to ensure
SMEs are skilled enough to take advantage of this infrastructure. This responsibility should
be shared by the public and private sectors.
A social media presence is a ‘non-negotiable’ for most small businesses, especially in rural
and regional areas. Many businesses in rural and regional Victoria use social media as their
public face and to engage with their customers. However, there are still some SMEs who
avoid social media either because they lack the knowledge of how best to exploit it or they
are fearful of negative publicity.
Cloud computing – programs that access computers based in a remote location i.e. not on
an organisation’s premises – offers: the ability to access business systems over the internet;
the capacity to remotely back-up important information; and cheaper ICTs. This makes ebusiness practices more efficient.
CHAPTER 6: SMALL TO MEDIUM ENTERPRISES (SMEs)

The accessibility and affordability of the internet makes e-business a simple and realistic
possibility for SMEs. The creative sector, which is dominated by SMEs, has considerable
potential for growth in rural and regional Victoria using e-business practices. However, aside
from the ‘early adopters’, some SMEs in rural and regional Victoria have been slow to
implement e-business and telecommuting practices, especially developing an online
presence.
The state government and local councils, along with the business community, have a role to
play in supporting local businesses in rural and regional Victoria in their transition to the
digital economy. This requires addressing the myriad reasons why individual SMEs are slow
taking up the many training opportunities to engage with the digital economy – that is,
explaining how to engage and convincing why they should engage.
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For training to reach optimum numbers of SMEs in rural and regional Victoria it should:
•
•
•

Employ local ‘champions’ as trainers
Be sector specific – the benefits of e-business should be expressed in a way that is
relevant to individual businesses rather than the economy as a whole
Make use of online technology such as ‘webinars’ / online forums.

CHAPTER 7: REGIONAL AREAS: CONNECTIVITY SUPPORTING AFFINITY

Individuals and businesses can relocate to rural and regional Victoria for business reasons
(including good telecommunications connectivity) or lifestyle reasons (including natural
amenity). The ideal mix is that of ‘natural landscape and digital scene’.
Rural and regional centres close to larger cities often attract residents for lifestyle purposes
while they commute to these larger centres for work. However, this can create a drain on
communities in terms of local involvement and in terms of spending. Telecommuting in this
situation frees up individuals for involvement in their local community.
Rural and regional Victoria must continue to work at attracting businesses and be prepared
to respond quickly to the needs of business. This includes providing a variety of services,
such as the arts, health and education. Successful rural and regional communities provide a
total package that contains the right mixture of affinity, amenities, education and
connectivity.
CHAPTER 8: CONNECTIVITY

Connectivity refers to the availability, speed, capacity and affordability of internet and
mobile phone signals. Australia’s urbanised population makes it difficult for
telecommunications companies to provide equitable services to rural and regional
communities. This creates a disadvantage for businesses and communities in terms of:
economic infrastructure; social infrastructure; and economic growth. This means that
government plays a vital role in supporting rural and regional communities.
CHAPTER 9: BUSINESS GROWTH

Rural and regional businesses with poor connectivity are at an immediate competitive
disadvantage compared to metropolitan businesses. Yet rural and regional communities
have adapted to accommodate for poor connectivity. Especially for businesses, connectivity
includes upload speeds as well as download speeds. Peak times that overload networks in
rural and regional Victoria include when school children get home for the day and busy
holiday times, particularly in tourist areas.
There has always been a considerable demand for high-speed broadband throughout rural
and regional Victoria. This is crucial as demand conditions are as important as supply
(infrastructure) to the take up of high-speed broadband. Telecommunications is
overwhelmingly a federal responsibility, however the Victorian Government also has a role
to play; for example, the Victorian Education and Research Network and the Victorian Fibre
Strategy.
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Technology is a determinant of the uptake of telecommuting. It gives employers and
employees confidence that remote workers will remain connected to networks at all times.
Rapidly evolving technology encourages creative business thinking and increases customer
expectations, further driving innovation and change. A digitally-literate society will demand
digitally-literate businesses.
The digital divide refers to the negative socio-economic effects caused by unequal
distribution of ICT skills and access to technology, in particular broadband. The digital divide
can affect businesses and individuals and groups. Remote communities are particularly
vulnerable to the effects of the digital divide. There is a negative correlation between the
price of broadband and broadband adoption.
CHAPTER 10: OUR MOBILE FUTURE

Australia has one of the highest levels of use of mobile phones and internet-capable
smartphones in the world. Globally, there has been a rapid growth in the number of mobile
phones and the way they are used to access online information.
It is thought that the future will see a convergence between fixed and mobile networks
underpinned by fibre optic infrastructure. Broadband remains a critical component of the
telecommunications picture, as one of many factors which facilitate mobility. In rural and
regional Victoria, mobile connectivity is undermined by the large number of ‘black spots’.
The use of mobile data in the agriculture sector is already high and continuing to grow at a
rapid rate. This includes uploading large amounts of traceability data, information on
provenance and data-heavy marketing material. Connectivity must be continuous across the
whole of Victoria to ensure productivity growth is not impeded.
Global mobile data – as accessed by mobile phones and other devices such as tablets – is
increasing by 50 per cent each year. Mobile subscriptions for PCs and tablets are also
expected to grow significantly, to the point where they will overtake fixed broadband
subscriptions. This reflects the way in which consumers choose a different device
dependent on their needs and mobility. SMEs can facilitate business transactions via mobile
devices through optimising their websites to adapt to the sort of device they are being
viewed on.
The growth in mobile data traffic has increased demand for mobile bandwidth and
spectrum. In Australia, the mobile telecommunications industry has undertaken a range of
activities to increase service provision, including offloading mobile data to fixed networks
and the innovative use of ‘white spaces’ (the frequencies between radio and television
channel frequencies).
CHAPTER 11: THE NATIONAL BROADBAND NETWORK

National uniformity in the availability of high-speed connectivity at the premise is needed
for regional businesses to compete with the world. The argument supporting the need for
the government to build a national broadband network is that Australia’s sparsely
populated inland areas make such a project unviable for the private sector.
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The NBN provides peak wholesale speeds to internet service providers, who in turn provide
services to customers. Following the recent Federal Election the Communications Minister
announced that NBN Co will continue connecting fibre to homes where construction has
started, as well as testing broadband technologies that extend the life of the existing
copper-based local network. Long-term changes to the project were dependent on three
reviews still to be completed at the time of writing of this report.
Evidence collected by the Committee suggests fibre-to-the-premises is favoured in rural and
regional Victoria over fibre-to-the-node, for its superior upload speeds as well as download
speeds. The current uncertainty about the final form the NBN will take is a cause of concern
for many rural and regional Victorians.
The greatest benefits of high-speed broadband will only be achieved when businesses
acquire the skills needed to make the most effective use of the infrastructure. However,
there are mixed views on whether businesses need training to be prepared for the arrival of
the NBN or if the network needs to be rolled out before businesses will be able to
understand what they are capable of achieving using the NBN.
CHAPTER 12: HUBS

Hubs – also known as ‘shared working spaces’, ‘coworking spaces’ and ‘smart working
centres’ – are places that offer rented office space to people, usually freelancers and small
start-ups, for set periods of time. The ability to rent space for a small amount of time is one
distinguishing factor between hubs and serviced offices and start-up incubators. One other
is the concerted effort hubs make to encourage collaboration between their tenants. This
produces a ‘cross-pollination’ of ideas facilitating new businesses.
Establishing hubs in rural and regional Victoria is seen as a good way to match the creative
environment that occurs naturally in more densely populated metropolitan areas. Ideas for
the role of government in establishing hubs in rural and regional Victoria include:
•
•
•
•

Providing start-up grants
Assisting in business plans
Taking an anchor tenancy in a hub
Locating a hub in existing infrastructure such as libraries.

There are many benefits to the Victorian Government supporting feasibility trials of hubs in
several rural and regional locations, to identify what sorts of areas are best suited to
support their long-term viability.
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Recommendations
RECOMMENDATION 1
That the Victorian Government establish a telecommuting policy with the view to increasing
economic productivity across rural and regional Victoria. This policy should establish a
telecommuting target for the number of people in Victoria working remotely under a formal
telecommuting agreement with their employer at least one day a week.
3.28
RECOMMENDATION 2
That the Victorian Government develop a government-wide telecommuting strategy for the
public sector, and establish a unit within the Department of State Development, Business
and Innovation to oversee and promote telecommuting across the Victorian Public Service.
The role of this unit would be to develop policy which would include:
•
•
•
•
•

Altering Section 16 of the current Victorian Public Service Agreement to encourage
telecommuting
Development of a telecommuting template policy that can be used by government and
business and which includes clarification of the specific occupational health and safety
requirements of employers regarding home-based employees
Ensuring that public sector jobs are advertised as suitable for telecommuting from the
outset, where appropriate
Establishment of ‘hot desks’ in rural and regional government offices which could be
used by government staff currently located centrally
Promoting the uptake of telecommuting across all parts of the State Public Sector.

3.28
RECOMMENDATION 3
That the Victorian Government encourage all employers, where relevant to their business
and including local government, to establish formal telecommuting policies in recognition of
the benefits to productivity. The Victorian Government should aim to:
•
•

Quantify the benefits and economic value of telecommuting for rural and regional
Victorian communities, especially as it relates to those not in the workforce such as
people with a disability, young mothers, carers and older workers
Quantify the productivity gains and future trends for working remotely in rural and
regional Victoria, including quantifying these in a sector-specific manner
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•

Work with businesses and organisations currently promoting and using telecommuting
to promote the benefits of telecommuting more broadly through the use of industry
champions
Facilitate management training to understand how best to manage remote working
arrangements
Clarify Section 20 of the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 with regard to
remote workplaces
Partner with the Commonwealth Department of Communications for National
Telework Week.

•
•
•
3.28

RECOMMENDATION 4
That the Minister for Innovation, Services and Small Business, through Business Victoria,
undertake a regional industry scan to determine current uptake of ICT and e-business
solutions by non-metropolitan businesses. The ‘audit’ should:
•

•
•
•

Be based on the e-readiness index models established by the City of Wodonga and
City of Whittlesea and be undertaken through regional RDAs. The results of the
‘audit’ would be used to determine the e-business education and support needs, and
telecommuting management needs, of small businesses in rural and regional Victoria
Result in a web-based database of rural and regional telecommunications providers,
including comparative data on service offerings; pricing; and guidance for business
on securing cost-effective telecommunications solutions
Be conducted, where possible, in collaboration with a regional university provided
(after a competitive process) with funding to conduct the business survey in their
region
Inform future state government action in terms of targeted e-business skills training.

6.58
RECOMMENDATION 5
That the Victorian Government work in conjunction with the Federal Government to
produce a comprehensive map of connectivity across rural and regional Victoria – a
‘Telecommunications Capacity Map’. This could be developed with data provided by the
Australian Competition and Consumer Commission and presented in a similar way to
information from the Essential Services Commission on electricity and gas providers.
8.17
RECOMMENDATION 6
That the Victorian Government develop a strategy for collaboration with rural and regional
bodies to broaden community access to existing and future Victorian Government fibre
networks with available capacity, and Commonwealth networks located in rural and
regional Victoria. For example, networks associated with education, health and transport.
8.17
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RECOMMENDATION 7
That the Victorian Government continue to invest in projects that increase the digital
literacy of employers and employees undertaking telecommuting in rural and regional
Victoria through targeted coaching and industry-specific courses.
9.53
RECOMMENDATION 8
That the Victorian Government lobby the Federal Government for better mobile
connectivity and rollout of the National Broadband Network to regional Victoria as a
priority, particularly regarding towns not currently included on the fixed line rollout
schedule.
11.36
RECOMMENDATION 9
That the Minister for Innovation, Services and Small Business investigate the feasibility of
establishing regional coworking ‘hubs’ in Victoria and provide seed funding where local
communities have demonstrated a demand for such a facility. This includes:
•
•
•
•

Working with regional groups to gauge interest in coworking spaces
Taking up anchor tenancy to assist with establishment of regional facilities, where
appropriate
Investigating the possibility of using existing infrastructure to establish coworking
centres in existing facilities such as libraries or business centres
Publishing and disseminating findings from establishment of coworking centres to
encourage business to take up ownership.

12.41
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What is telecommuting?
KEY MESSAGES

•

Telecommuting is any work done away from an employer’s central location using ICT
(information and communications technology) with either a formal or informal
agreement.

•

‘Hybrid telecommuting’ offers the benefits of working away from the office while also
maintaining the social contacts, professional networks and opportunities for
collaboration that come with working with others.

•

Work culture is changing to be increasingly independent of location and time.

•

Embracing a telecommuting culture can benefit rural and regional economies through
allowing broader access to remote working options.

•

Technology and demand for workplace flexibility will drive the uptake of telecommuting
and lead to change in management culture.

•

Without access to high-speed connectivity the opportunities to participate in the digital
economy are limited.
‘Telecommuting ranges from a public sector database manager who
uses a narrowband internet connect to link to the office, to a
neurosurgeon based in Berlin training students in Perth using virtual
imagery applications.’ Australian Telework Advisory Committee
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AN OLD TERM

1.1

The term telecommuting was devised by Jack Nilles in 1973. The word refers to the
way in which travelling to an office is replaced by working via telecommunications. 1

1.2

Other terms include: telework; eWork; remote work; anywhere working; flexible
working.

1.3

There are many definitions of telecommuting. A small number that highlight the key
aspects of telecommuting appear here:
•

Telework is a form of organising and / or performing work, using information
technology, in the context of an employment contract / relationship, where
work, which could also be performed at the employer’s premises, is carried out
away from those premises on a regular basis. 2

•

… work carried out at a distance from an establishment whether by employees
or on an outsourced basis. Forms of eWork were also subdivided according to
whether they were ‘individualised’ (i.e. involving individuals working in relative
isolation away from traditional office premises) or ‘collective’ (i.e. involving
groups of workers working together in remote office-type premises, whether
these premises were owned by the employer, by a subcontractor or by some
third party e.g. a telecottage. 3

•

Telework uses technology to allow individuals to work from remote locations …
In rural areas, telework takes place in a variety of settings from home-based
offices to satellite offices set up by urban employers. 4

•

… any work that is conducted outside of the designated place of business. This
includes work undertaken at home, use of mobile devices in transit, or at a
different place of business. 5

•

Telework can involve the home, but it can also take place in ‘telecentres’,
shared offices and other locations. Concentrating only on the home
environment side-tracks and distorts the argument. Even when the home is
involved, there is a world of difference between working from home (full-time)
and working at home for a day or two every week. 6

1

See: thevirtualleader.wordpress.com/2013/04/24/are-remote-workers-under-more-scrutiny; accessed 4
October 2013.
2
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, Telework in the European
Union, European Union, Brussels, 2010, p 3.
3
The Institute for Employment Studies, Emergence: The final report, The Institute for Employment Studies,
Brighton UK, 2003, p 5.
4
Christensen D, Babine M and Kunkle R, Rural Telework Guidebook, Washington State University, Pullman,
United States, 2003, p iii.
5
Access Economics, Impacts of Teleworking under the NBN, Department of Broadband, Communications and
the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010, p 1.
6
Telework Australia website: www.telework.gov; accessed 12 June 2013.
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•

Telecommuting more broadly captures all work conducted outside of a central
office, whether that is on the road or offsite. 7

1.4

For the purposes of this Inquiry, the Committee considers telecommuting to be: any
work done away from an employer’s central location using ICT (information and
communications technology) with either a formal or informal agreement.

1.5

The most common and popular form of telecommuting is one or two days a week.
This is sometimes referred to as ‘hybrid telecommuting’, as staff are spending some
time in the office and some time at another location. It is popular because people
value being able to enjoy the benefits of working away from the office – from home
predominantly – while also maintaining the social contacts, professional networks,
and opportunities for collaboration that come with working with others.

1.6

The following diagram illustrates the modern working environment:
Figure 1.1. The modern working environment

1.7

Research suggests that telecommuting is most suited to skilled work requiring formal
qualifications 8 in the information economy, such as:
•

ICT

•

Human resource management

•

Accounting and other financial services

7

Department of State Development, Business and Innovation, Submission to the Parliamentary Inquiry into the
Opportunities for People to Use Telecommuting and E-Business to Work Remotely in Rural and Regional
Victoria, Victorian Government, Melbourne, 2013, p 4.
8
Access Economics, Impacts of Teleworking under the NBN, Department of Broadband, Communications and
the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.
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•

Research and development

•

Sales

•

Data processing

•

Software development

•

Editorial work

•

Design work. 9

1.8

However, the Committee found that most work can be adapted to include some
amount of telecommuting during a working week. Indeed many workers now use
technology for remote access to their workplace. The Australian Communications
and Media Authority (ACMA) undertook research on thousands of consumers and
small businesses. The research on ‘digital work’ shows that an estimated 5.6 million
adult Australians – 51% of the workforce – are ‘digital workers’, using the internet to
work away from the office at least some of the time. 10

1.9

The Committee found examples of workers in the industries listed above
telecommuting in many towns across rural and regional Victoria, including Torquay,
(Barwon Heads), Port Fairy, Horsham, Wodonga and others.

1.10

Below we have included three tables that describe elements of telecommuting, and
the evolution of modern work culture. What these illustrate is that work culture and
practices vary across industries, and that telecommuting practices will suit workers in
some industries but not others. Overall, though, work culture is changing to be, as
Table 1.3 illustrates, increasingly independent of location and time.

Table 1.1. Typology of eWork practices

Individualised
Shared premises

Contractual Relationship
Employees
Outsourced
Employed home-based
Freelance telecommuters or
telecommuters
mobile workers
Mobile telecommuters
Remote back offices / call centres Specialist business service
supply firms
Outsourced call centres

Source: Standen P and Sinclair-Jones J, eWork in Regional Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Canberra,
2004.

9

Standen P, ‘Catching a butterfly? Mapping e-work in Europe and Australia’, Work Organisation, Labour &
Globalisation, Volume 1, Number 2, 2007; Standen P and Sinclair-Jones J, eWork in Regional Australia, Rural
Industries Research and Development Corporation, Canberra, 2004; Australian Telework Advisory Committee,
Telework for Employees and Businesses: Maximising the economic and social benefits of flexible working
practices, [Consultation Paper], Australian Telework Advisory Committee, Canberra, 2005.
10
‘More than half of all Australians are now digital workers’ – www.itwire.com/it-people-news/people/61905more-than-half-of-all-employed-australians-are-now-%E2%80%98digital-workers%E2%80%99; accessed 9
December 2013.
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Table 1.2. Classification of business services by cost
Cost
Examples
Low
Data entry, telesales
Medium
High
Very high

Education Level
Basic keyboard or telephone sales
skills
In-house training in customer
service skills
Post-secondary certificate

Customer service call centre
operators
Graphic design, editing,
translation, CAD, programming
Law, medicine, systems analysis, University degree
engineering, finance,
architecture

Source: Standen P and Sinclair-Jones J, eWork in Regional Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Canberra,
2004.

Table 1.3. Work–culture evolution
Knowledge era
Industrial era
• Location
centric
• Radical control
• Carrot and
stick
• Asset-centric
• Silos
• Centralised
• Mechanical

ICT-enhanced
• Email
• Office
automation
• Internet
• Mobile phone

Telecommuting
• Coworking
• Telecommute
• Remote work
centres
• Satellite offices
• Home shoring

Work 2.0
• Collaboration
tools
• Telepresence
• Video
• Peer-to-peer
• Wiki
• Social media
• Smart working
centres

Smart work
• Location- and
timeindependent
• Intrinsic
motivation
• Service-centric
• Cloud

Source: Boorsma B and Mitchell S, Work–Life Innovation: Smart work – a paradigm shift transforming how, where and when work gets
done, Cisco, San Jose, United States, 2011.

THE PROMISE OF TELECOMMUTING

1.11

In the years since the term was coined, telecommuting has been periodically
acclaimed as ‘revolutionising’ the workforce and bringing about the ‘death of
distance’ – potentially very good news for rural and regional areas. An early
proponent was the futurist Alvin Toffler, whose 1980 book The Third Wave argued
the information age would see post-industrial age workers moving back into their
homes en mass. 11 As recently as 2005, the International Teleworking Association and
Council forecast that 100 million US workers would be telecommuting by 2010. 12

1.12

According to Standen and Sinclair-Jones, telecommuting began in the 1970s with
large ICT firms in the United States wanting to both retain skilled labour and access
labour for short-term needs. The practice expanded throughout the 1970s and

11

‘Teleworking still a distant dream for most’, Australian Financial Review, 25 June 2013.
Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, Telework: International
developments, [Consultation Paper], Australian Telework Advisory Committee, Canberra, 2005.
12

Rural and Regional Committee

7

Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

1980s, in step with globalisation trends; improving ICT infrastructure; and cheaper
telecommunications. Workers in the finance sector performing routine work such as
accounts payable and call centre work were particularly early adopters. 13 Standen
and Sinclair-Jones state that by the early 2000s more than 75 per cent of Australian
businesses with a turnover of more than $400 million outsourced at least some
financial services. 14
1.13

Although telecommuting is clearly now part of wide social and industrial changes
that are reshaping the workforce, 15 the optimistic predictions have not been
realised. In many cases technology hasn’t brought about the expected ‘death of
distance’. Services, such as health, are increasingly being delivered remotely, but
human interaction in the workplace remains important. Face-to-face meetings –
what Ms Georgia von Guttner referred to as ‘incidental conversations’ 16; networking
to develop business relationships; and many forms of collaboration – are still
important.

1.14

A 2011 UK study found that telecommuting ‘… has been slower to catch on than its
advocates have hoped’.17 And Standen and Sinclair-Jones state that, despite
attempts by governments in the United States, Europe and Australia to promote
telecommuting since the early 1970s, ‘… it has not been of sufficient interest to
corporate strategy to significantly alter the location of employment … especially
when increased competition and high unemployment make labour costs critical’. 18

1.15

While the predictions of the 1970s have not been realised, the Committee believes
that telecommuting should be back on the agenda, both for government and
industry. Telecommuting offers a potent mix of economic, business and personal
benefits. While previous adoption has been slower than expected, future uptake is
enabled by expanded access to ICT infrastructure. The Committee also believes that
embracing a telecommuting culture has the potential to benefit rural and regional
economies through broader access to remote working options. This Report expands
on this proposition.

13

Standen P and Sinclair-Jones J, eWork in Regional Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development
Corporation, Canberra, 2004.
14
Ibid.
15
Multimedia Victoria, Policy Implications of the Development of Teleworking in Victoria: Teleworking
discussion paper, Victorian Government, Melbourne, 2006.
16
University of Melbourne Rural Academic Centre, Site Visit, Shepparton, 22 October 2013.
17
Lister K and Harnish T, The Shifting Nature of Work in the UK: Bottom line benefits of telework, Telework
Research Network, San Diego, 2011, p 3.
18
Standen P and Sinclair-Jones J, eWork in Regional Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development
Corporation, Canberra, 2004, p 12.

8

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter 1: What is telecommuting?

WHO IS CURRENTLY TELECOMMUTING?

“We don’t all have to be in the same place to be productive and
effective.” Hon Malcolm Turnbull, Minister for Communications,
Telework Congress, University of Melbourne
1.16

Getting an exact figure on the number of people telecommuting is difficult, given the
current shortage of telecommuting statistics, particularly in Australia. 19 This is
because measurements vary in scope and definition. For example, some studies
measure people working mostly from home, while others consider telecommuting to
include any work to be done at home or indeed at any location that is not the central
office (hence a preference by some for terms such as ‘anywhere working’). As well,
studies may only count workers who have entered into formal agreements with their
employers, while others include self-reporting of actions such as checking emails at
home to be telecommuting. Studies can also report number of workers or number of
hours worked away from a central office.

1.17

Much Australian research refers to a 2006 Australian Bureau of Statistics Time Use
Survey report that six per cent of Australian employees had a formal telecommuting
agreement with their employer. This figure covers everything from full-time
arrangements to occasional telecommuting, and is generally considered to involve
working from home. 20 This estimate was used by the previous Federal Government
in its National Digital Economy Strategy when it announced an aim to double the
number of Australians telecommuting by 2020 to 12 per cent of the workforce.

1.18

A 2013 Wooden and Fok paper captures the ambiguity well. It reports that the
Australian Bureau of Statistics’ Locations of Work Survey in 2008 found that 22.8 per
cent of employed people worked at least some hours at home in either their main or
second job. However, if the parameters are narrowed to people using their home as
their main location of work that figure falls to 6.4 per cent. When owner–managers
are taken out of the sample the figure is an even smaller 1.4 per cent. 21

1.19

The Wooden and Fok paper is part of the University of Melbourne’s Household,
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey. The HILDA Survey differs
slightly from the ABS because it is based on the usual number of hours worked from
home in relation to another location (illustrated in the figure below), whereas the
ABS survey is based on the main location of work during a survey week. The HILDA
survey found that:
•

In 2010 the number of people who work ‘the majority of the hours in the main
job at home’ to be 4.9 per cent of all workers and 3.4 per cent of all working
hours

19

For example: ‘There is a shortage of telework statistics in Australia.’ Australian Telework Advisory
Committee, Telework for Employees and Businesses: Maximising the economic and social benefits of flexible
working practices, [Consultation Paper], Australian Telework Advisory Committee, Canberra, 2005.
20
For example see: Deloitte Access Economics, Next Generation Telework: A literature review, Department of
Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2011.
21
Wooden M and Fok Y K, ‘Working at home: whatever happened to the revolution?’ In: Wilkins R (Ed),
Families, Incomes and Jobs Volume 8: A statistical report on waves 1–10 of the Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia Survey, University of Melbourne, Melbourne, 2013.
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•

More than three-quarters of these workers are self-employed

•

The percentage of hours worked at home decreased between 2001–2010. 22

Figure 1.2. Distribution in weekly hours worked at home: employed persons working at
least one hour per week at home
50
45
40
35
30
25
Percentage

20
15
10
5
0
1 - 5 6 - 10 11 15

16 20

21 25

25 30

31 34

35 39

40 44

45 49

50 54
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Source: Wooden M and Fok Y K, ‘Working at home: whatever happened to the revolution?’ In: Wilkins R (Ed), Families, Incomes and Jobs
Volume 8: A statistical report on waves 1–10 of the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia Survey, University of Melbourne,
Melbourne, 2013.

1.20

Appendix 4 of this Report contains data relating to the job and personal
characteristics of people working at home. This data confirms that telecommuting is
mostly professional but is becoming more widely adopted. Globally, it has been
reported that almost 50 per cent of professionals work remotely for half their
working week. 23

1.21

Another useful source is the 2013 Sensis e-Business Report. This report defines
telecommuting as any work done outside the normal workplace with the assistance
of some form of technology.

1.22

Against a background that sees 80 per cent of Australians using the internet in their
work in some way, the Report found that 58 per cent of employees engaged in
telecommuting. 24 Trends over the preceding 12 months include:
•

Little gender variance

•

Telecommuting embraced by those in their 30s (69 per cent)

22

Ibid.
Department of State Development, Business and Innovation, Submission to the Parliamentary Inquiry into
the Opportunities for People to Use Telecommuting and E-Business to Work Remotely in Rural and Regional
Victoria, Victorian Government, Melbourne, 2013.
24
Sensis, Sensis E-business Report: The online experience of small and medium enterprises, Sensis, Canberra,
2013.
23
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•

Little variation between metropolitan and regional locations (59 per cent vs 57
per cent respectively)

•

Full-time and part-time work only a slight variation (59 per cent vs 57 per cent)

•

Income: 69 per cent $85,000 or more / 43 per cent $85,000 or under, with 25
per cent up to $35,000

•

Changing patterns: Fall in home telecommuters from 84 per cent to 78 per
cent; part-time five per cent increase / full-time 11 per cent fall

•

Increase in telecommuting from a client's premises: 20 per cent to 25 per cent

•

Unchanged levels in working from 'cafes' or ‘other locations’ at 13 per cent. 25

1.23

A recent ACMA study found that 5.1 million Australians used the internet to either
work from home or complete work after hours, the majority holding a university
degree. ACMA estimates this represents just under half of Australia’s working
population. Of the respondents to the study, 35 per cent work from home less than
one day per week, but 49 per cent said they use the internet to work from home.
This suggests a high level of unpaid work due to unfinished tasks being completed at
home. Just under 40 per cent of Small to Medium Enterprises (SMEs) have staff
working away from the office.

1.24

In the ACMA study the reported telecommuting frequency was:

1.25

1.26

25

•

Less than one day a week: 35 per cent

•

More than four days a week: 22 per cent

•

One day a week: 15 per cent

•

Two days a week: 13 per cent

•

Three days a week: 8 per cent

•

Four days a week: 6 per cent.

Reported telecommuting locations were:
•

Home: 82 per cent

•

When travelling: 29 per cent

•

Other: 13 per cent

•

Internet café: 3 per cent

•

Library: 2 per cent.

Reported ways of staying connected were:
•

Personal laptop: 40 per cent

•

Smart phone / mobile: 33 per cent

•

Personal computer: 30 per cent

Ibid. The definition of ‘other locations’ is unclear.
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•
1.27

1.28

Tablet: 21 per cent.

Reported telecommuting benefits 26 were:
•

Offers flexibility: 55 per cent

•

Get more work done: 30 per cent

•

Home comforts: 26 per cent

•

Work–life balance: 23 per cent

•

Save commuting time: 20 per cent.

Reported telecommuting negatives were:
•

No negatives: 53 per cent

•

Less communication: 24 per cent

•

Reduced access to colleagues: 20 per cent

•

Other: 11 per cent

•

Social isolation: 10 per cent

•

Missing out on promotion opportunities: 2 per cent

•

Management hold negative view: 1 per cent. 27

1.29

Evidence received by the Committee at public hearings was similarly varied. Ms
Emma Dawson, Executive Director, Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society told
the Committee that the number of workers telecommuting at least one day a week
is 17–20 per cent, although that figure is much lower in regional Australia.28

1.30

However, and again reflecting what may well be a difference in terminology, Mr
Peter Walton from Infoxchange said: “… at the moment nationally we have less than
six per cent of people teleworking formally, and that is way below what we are
seeing in other countries in terms of really making better use of the technology that
is available.” 29

26

The benefits of telecommuting are discussed more fully in Chapter 2.
‘Teleworking trend picks up pace: ACMA’, Business Spectator, 16 October 2013.
28
Ms Emma Dawson, Executive Director, Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
29
Mr Peter Walton, Chief Executive Officer, Infoxchange, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
27
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Location

Figure 1.3. Use of the internet to work away from main place of employment, May 2013
Capital cities

54%

Regional

46%

65+

46%

Age range

55 - 64

53%

45 - 54

49%

35 - 44

59%

25 - 34
Employment Gender

18 - 24

57%
31%

Male

53%

Female

50%

Employed full-time

57%

Employed part-time
Casual employment

49%
23%

Highest level of
qualification

University qualification

70%

Tertiary diploma

55%

Some university/CAE training

39%

Technical/TAFE qualification
Other
Now at university
Total

Percent of employed
persons in each category

36%
32%
25%
51%

Source: ‘Teleworking trend picks up pace: ACMA’, Business Spectator, 16 October 2013.

HOW AUSTRALIA COMPARES

1.31

A 2005 study on telecommuting in the European Union (EU) reported the
percentages of workers telecommuting at least one-quarter of the time. The five
highest telecommuting countries in the EU are the Czech Republic: 15.2%; Denmark:
14.4%; Belgium: 13.0%; Latvia: 12.2%; Netherlands: 12.0%. 30

1.32

The same study found that telecommuting among part-time workers is four times
more common that with full-time workers. 31 It should also be noted that most

30

The remaining countries are: Estonia: 11.8%; Finland: 10.6%; Poland: 10.3%; Norway: 9.7%; Sweden: 9.4%;
Austria: 8.6%; UK: 8.1%; Slovakia: 7.2%; Greece: 7.2%; Spain: 6.9%; Lithuania: 6.8%; Slovenia: 6.7%; Germany:
6.7%; France: 5.7%; Cyprus: 5.7%; Luxembourg: 4.8%; Ireland: 4.2%; Hungary: 2.8%; Romania: 2.5%; Italy:
2.3%; Portugal: 1.8%; Bulgaria: 0.6%; Malta: 0.0%. European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and
Working Conditions, Telework in the European Union, European Union, Brussels, 2010.
31
Ibid.
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quantitative data reports the most common form of telecommuting, even among
full-time workers, to be between 1–4 days per month.
1.33

Figures from the United States tend to concentrate mostly on the federal public
sector. A 2012 report found that 11 per cent of the federal workforce have formal
telecommuting agreements. It is interesting to note that 35 per cent of the federal
workforce has been classified as entitled to telecommute. These US figures also
estimate that by 2020 ‘… about 65 million Americans will be freelancers, temps,
independent contractors and ‘solopreneurs,’ making up about 40% of the workforce’. 32

1.34

In 2011, the Telework Research Network reported the following data on what they
label the ‘Work at Home’ workforce:

Table 1.4: 2005 and 2009 work at home as a percentage of total workforce by class of
worker
Class of worker
2005
2009
Private for-profit
1.6%
2.4%
Private non-profit
1.8%
2.7%
Local government
0.7%
1.1%
State government
1.4%
2.2%
Federal government
0.7%
3.2%
Total
1.5%
2.3%
Source: Lister K and Harnish T, The State of Telework in the US: How individuals, businesses and government benefit, Telework Research
Network, San Diego, 2011.

1.35

It is interesting to note that the Telework Research Network’s predictions of the
growth rates for telecommuting are much more restrained than many others. They
ascribe this to their placing a greater importance on management distrust of
telecommuting, which is discussed in this Report at 2.97.

FORMAL TELECOMMUTING AGREEMENTS

1.36

Telecommuting occurs in workplaces as formal and informal practices. Formal
telecommuting agreements are written contracts between employer and employee.
They are based on an institution’s telecommuting policy.

1.37

A recent telecommuting survey of human resources managers and 1,827 staff at 50
organisations across Australia and New Zealand found that around half of
telecommuting arrangements were informal rather than formal, with less than onequarter having a written agreement with their organisation and / or manager. It also

32

GovLoop, Agency of the Future: Telework, GovLoop, Washington, 2013. See also: United States Office of
Personnel Management, 2012 Status of Telework in the Federal Government: Report to the Congress, United
States Government, Washington, p 4.

14

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter 1: What is telecommuting?

found that most organisations did not have a formal telecommuting policy. This was
especially the case for SMEs. 33
1.38

While the HILDA Survey identified 22.8 per cent of workers undertaken doing some
work at home, this may refer to extra unpaid work that is not part of a
telecommuting agreement. The study found that only 0.8 per cent of employed
people who work the majority of their hours at home had a formal agreement with
their employer. 34 This differs remarkably from an earlier study which reported that
33 per cent of employees who work from home have a formal agreement with their
employer.35

1.39

A 2012 Australian Government report compared sectors of the workforce. It found
that 16 per cent of people in the labour force nearing retirement age had a formal
telecommuting agreement with their employer, as did 13 per cent of part-time and
casual employees. 36

1.40

Overall, the Committee notes that comparing statistics is difficult as definitions of
telecommuting vary greatly. 37 In Australia there is a general shortage of statistics. 38
These are further distorted by a focus on call centres, especially in regional areas. 39 A
report prepared by Access Economics for the then Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy (now the Department of Communications)
argues that a better understanding of the current situation with telecommuting, and
its potential, would be gained by researching different economic sectors individually.
It adds that the flow-on effects of telecommuting would be captured by increased
use of productivity impacts and modelling. 40

33

Bentley T, McLeod L, Bosua R et al, Future of Work Program: The Trans-Tasman Telework Survey, AUT
University, Auckland, 2013.
34
Wooden M and Fok Y K, ‘Working at home: whatever happened to the revolution?’ In: Wilkins R (Ed),
Families, Incomes and Jobs Volume 8: A statistical report on waves 1–10 of the Household, Income and Labour
Dynamics in Australia Survey, University of Melbourne, Melbourne, 2013.
35
Australian Telework Advisory Committee, Telework for Employees and Businesses: Maximising the economic
and social benefits of flexible working practices, [Consultation Paper], Australian Telework Advisory
Committee, Canberra, 2005.
36
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Creating Jobs through NBN-enabled
Telework, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2012.
37
Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Telework, Productivity and Wellbeing, University of Melbourne,
Melbourne, 2012.
38
Australian Telework Advisory Committee, Telework for Employees and Businesses: Maximising the economic
and social benefits of flexible working practices, [Consultation Paper], Australian Telework Advisory
Committee, Canberra, 2005.
39
Standen P and Sinclair-Jones J, eWork in Regional Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development
Corporation, Canberra, 2004.
40
Access Economics, Impacts of Teleworking under the NBN, Department of Broadband, Communications and
the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.
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(IS IT) THE TIME FOR TELECOMMUTING?

“People are working from home, from work, from trains – from all sorts
of locations today – and we need to support and assist them in that
regard.” Mr Mal Vallance, Ballarat
‘Telework is already here. And it is here to stay. If you are an employer
that doesn’t have a teleworking strategy, then the next generation of
workers probably won’t think too highly of you.’ Mr Tim Fawcett, Cisco 41
1.41

Telecommuting is once again being discussed in terms of revolutionising the
workforce. Predictions are again being made of office spaces becoming museums, 42
labour markets changing beyond recognition 43 and market forces being reshaped.44

1.42

In 2006, the Victorian Government stated that telecommuting is driven by three
main factors that are likely to persist into the future:

1.43

•

Economic: structural; innovation; labour market; business benefits; barriers;
ICT

•

Social and demographic: ageing population; workforce participation; work –life
balance

•

Spatial: congestion; peri-urban growth; regional development.45

A recent United States Government document argues that:
The agency of the future is more likely to be distributed and use telework
as its primary operating mode. The technology is there – from instant
messaging, video calls to mobile phones. The trick is how we use this
new technological capacity to craft policies and norms that leverage
them to better accomplish an agency’s mission. 46

1.44

Researchers in this field also discuss the changing nature of the ‘new economy’ or
the ‘information economy’, with ICT acting as a key driver. In this line of thinking the
key difference between modern technology and that of the past is the increased and
persistent interconnectivity between systems. 47

1.45

The Rural and Regional Committee treated these latest predictions with a certain
amount of caution – the technology underpinning telecommunications has been
rapidly improving since the 1970s, with each improvement accompanied by another
prediction regarding telecommuting.

41

‘The changing nature of work: Australian National Telework Week’, Media Release, Tim Fawcett, 26 October
2011.
42
‘Teleworking still a distant dream for most’, Australian Financial Review, 25 June 2013.
43
‘Telework: It’s time to let Dracula run the blood bank’, Media Release, Tim Fawcett, 23 January 2013.
44
Van Horn C E and Storen D, Telework: Coming of age? Evaluating the potential benefits of telework, Rutgers
University, New Jersey, 2000.
45
Multimedia Victoria, Policy Implications of the Development of Teleworking in Victoria: Teleworking
discussion paper, Victorian Government, Melbourne, 2006.
46
GovLoop, Agency of the Future: Telework, GovLoop, Washington, 2013, p 10.
47
Grimes S, ‘Exploiting information and communication technologies for rural development’, Journal of Rural
Studies, Volume 8, Number 3, 1992.
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1.46

However, during the Committee’s research it became aware of an often unstated
assumption that in the past the technology was limited to the workplace
environment whereas now it is a part of our everyday lives. Home computers and
laptops have relatively recently (for most people) become the equivalent of
technology found in the workplace. Technology is therefore more likely to have an
impact on how we understand the concept of work and humans’ relationship with
the workplace. 48 Equally important has been the adoption of enterprise computing
that employs client–server models that allow for remote access by comparatively
unsophisticated machines, and therefore allow access to workplace systems from
any location.

1.47

Notwithstanding this trend, in rural and regional Victoria without access to highspeed connectivity the opportunities to participate in the digital economy can be
limited. As access to broadband and mobile connectivity increases so too will the
economic benefits.

1.48

Another key change is workforce expectation. As our economy evolves to being
more service focused than manufacturing driven it becomes increasingly flexible and
open to market forces. This includes a growing demand for workplace flexibility, in
particular as workers desire a better work–life balance, such as that offered by the
ability to work from home. 49 For example, a recent survey of 1,400 Chief Financial
Officers found that workplace flexibility was second only to subsidised training or
education as the most important factor in attracting and retaining skilled staff.50

1.49

This demand for more workplace flexibility will be particularly strong over the
coming decade as the ‘linked generation’ begin to enter the workforce. This
describes people whose first phone was a smart phone, who have been connected
online their whole lives, and see this as a normal part of living and working. The
demand for flexibility also crosses generations, from ‘baby boomers’ who want to
slow down without necessarily leaving the workforce, through to ‘Gen Y’ workers
who are entering the workforce with an expectation of being able to work from a
number of locations. The Committee believes that organisations that offer the best
working arrangements will, therefore, attract and retain the best staff. 51

48

For example see evidence on the Bring Your Own Device phenomenon and other technologies that enable
telecommuting in: Logicalis, A Guide to Teleworking Technologies, Logicalis and Cisco, Sydney, 2013.
Improvement in technology also covers network links allowing employees secure access to work files stored
either on their employers’ server or via cloud technology.
49
Australian Telework Advisory Committee, Telework for Employees and Businesses: Maximising the economic
and social benefits of flexible working practices, [Consultation Paper], Australian Telework Advisory
Committee, Canberra, 2005.
50
Robert Half, 2012 Salary Guide: Finance and accounting, Robert Half, Sydney, 2012
51
Lister K and Harnish T, Results-based Management: The key to unlocking talent, increasing productivity,
Telework Research Network, San Diego, 2010; Deloitte Access Economics, The Connected Workplace: War for
talent in the digital economy, Deloitte Access Economics, Sydney, 2013.
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1.50

Telecommuting, then, is evolving from an individual employee benefit to an
organisational change program. 52 As Kate Mills, former editor of Business Review
Weekly and Founder and Chief Executive of Professional Mums wrote:
Traditionally in labour markets employers are the demand and
employees are the supply. But employees are a source of demand too – if
enough of them want to work in a particular way the market will start to
recognise that ... Savvy employers are those that realise flexibility isn’t
just a buzz-word or a short-term fad. It is the future of work … 53

1.51

As Mr Mal Vallance, Director, University of Ballarat Technology Park told the
Committee: “People might come in there and work for two days, they might work for
two days in Melbourne, they might work a day at home – that sort of concept. But
that is the reality of life now; that is what is happening.” 54

1.52

At the same hearing in Ballart, Mr Adam Donnison, an ICT professional who works
for a company based in Norway from rural Redbank in Victoria, gave the Committee
an example of helping a client with a problem from a unique location:
I can remember being at the Melbourne Writers Festival one day when I
got a phone call that the main system was down. At that stage I was on
call 24 hours a day, seven days a week. That was not related to working
from home; it was simply the job I was doing. I ended up sitting in the
green room at the Melbourne Writers Festival, pinching their internet
connection to solve the problem. 55

1.53

For Mr Donnison there is a straightforward expectation that this is the nature of
work today. Another example was provided by Ms Jennifer Cromarty of consulting
firm Socom:
I have a writer who does work within state government and I have a
contractor who is coming in and doing some specialist policy work; they
want the environment, but they are not there all the time. They might
say, ‘Hey, look, I’ve got to ask you a couple of questions. Can I come in?’.
We will just let them work there for the day. 56

1.54

Ms Patricia Neden, Chief Executive Officer of Innovation and Business Skills Australia
agreed that demand for workplace flexibility will drive the uptake of telecommuting
and lead to change in management culture:
There will also be a push from employees – young women with families
wanting flexible arrangements and things like that. Older people, either
staying in the workforce or returning to the workforce and having
part-time arrangements so that they can do some of the things that they

52

United States Office of Personnel Management, 2012 Status of Telework in the Federal Government: Report
to the Congress, United States Government, Washington.
53
See: www.womensagenda.com.au/talking-about/opinions/meet-the-employers-that-dont-doflexibility/201309152897#!; accessed 4 October 2013.
54
Mr Mal Vallance, Director, University of Ballarat Technology Park, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
55
Mr Adam Donnison, Systems Developer, Saki Computer Services, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
56
Ms Jennifer Cromarty, Director, Socom, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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want to do but maintain an income stream, will be looking for more
flexible arrangements as well. I think you will get the push from the
workforce as well, but you have to have leadership in companies, people
who respond to that in a positive way. 57
1.55

Mr Tim Fawcett from Cisco has argued this expectation of workforce flexibility is
linked to connectivity, a desire he says is significant enough to add another
dimension to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Cisco’s World Technology Report 2011
found that one-third of university students rate being connected to the internet as
important as air, water, food and shelter.58

1.56

At a public hearing in Melbourne Mr Fawcett told the Committee: “We are seeing a
real generational shift in an emerging workforce, which is bringing different attitudes
to the workplace.” 59 Ms Kate Bullock, a café owner in Wodonga, told the Committee
about the way in which her young staff communicate with here via Facebook only.
Ms Bullock said: “It drives me nuts, but I am the one who has to change.” 60

57

Ms Patricia Neden, Chief Executive Officer, Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
58
‘The changing nature of work: Australian National Telework Week’, Media Release, Tim Fawcett, 26 October
2011.
59
Mr Tim Fawcett, General Manager, Government Affairs and Policy Public Sector, Cisco Systems, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
60
Ms Kate Bullock, Owner, Hideout Café, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23 October 2013.
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2

The benefits of telecommuting
KEY MESSAGES

•

ICT links communities as travel did in the past.

•

Quantifiable results from telecommuting include: productivity gains; reduced
absenteeism; reduced turnover; saved commuting time; time saved through use of
collaboration tools; decreased real estate costs; a decrease in transport congestion; and
employees with a better work–life balance.

•

Telecommuting encourages new parents returning to the workforce; and older workers
and people experiencing disadvantage entering the workforce.

•

In the United States, much of the impetus for promotion and adoption of telecommuting
comes from considering the impact of commuters on traffic, public transport congestion
and associated environmental concerns, as well as public safety and worker wellbeing.

•

Management should be based on trust and clearly defined productivity outcomes which
can be easily measured.

•

Responsibility for workplace safety lies with both the employer and the employee; OH&S
should be determined as part of a formal telecommuting arrangement.
“We enjoy all kinds of side benefits, including space savings, employee
retention, and a better work–life balance for employees. But the real
story about telework is making better use of human energy.” Mr Jim
Garrison, CEO, Washington Dental Service

2.1

The benefits of telecommuting can be separated into four distinct categories:
employers; employees; the wider economy (including metropolitan areas); and rural
areas and regional centres.
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EMPLOYERS

2.2

The most prominent benefit to employers with telecommuting arrangements is that
business costs are lowered. In Horsham, Ms Narelle Funcke explained the day-to-day
practicalities of this and estimated how much her telecommuting saves her
employer American Express:
In round figures they say it costs them $4,000 a year to support me
working from home. In terms of me doing the same job from Collins
Street, it costs them $10,000 because they factor in real estate costs and
all those sorts of things, so there is a financial benefit for any company
to send their workers home. 61

2.3

Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie told the Committee of her experience as a CEO and the
savings she made by implementing a telecommuting arrangement for her staff of
one day each week:
… at one stage I had a large premises where there would only be two
people using the heating and cooling, so I actually created a situation
where we closed one day a week. Coming into that organisation we
reorganised the work schedule, and that made enormous savings on our
energy costs and utilities. 62

2.4

A European report investigating the impact of the information economy found that
for businesses to make the most of advancing ICT capabilities – with the assumption
that most people prefer a mixture of working remotely and working in an office –
office designers and architects will need to work more closely with process managers
and the ICT professionals developing technology:
The very real advantages of distributed collaborative team working will
only be realised through developing our understanding of how people
use technologies to support their work processes and activities in the
context of the social, cultural and physical features of their
environments. 63

2.5

The Committee notes similar comments on the shape of the ‘future office’ in Mr
Angelo Saridis’ Submission to this Inquiry. 64 Microsoft has reported reducing office
accommodation by around 25 per cent since introducing telecommuting
arrangements.65

2.6

At the Committee’s public hearing in Mansfield, Mr Andrew Patocs of Keystone
Management Solutions argued that more employers need to be advised of the
savings possible with telecommuting:

61

Ms Narelle Funcke, Business Travel, American Express, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie, Digital Enterprise Manager, Centre for eCommerce and Communications, University
of Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
63
Information Society Technologies, eWork 2001: Status report on new ways to work in the knowledge
economy, European Union, Brussels, 2001, p 35.
64
Mr Angelo Saridis, Submission, Number 5, 3 June 2013.
65
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Advancing Australia as a Digital
Economy: An update to the National Digital Economy Strategy, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
62
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It is really about educating the employer and saying, ‘This could actually
work, and you could save money, because you don’t need a set space;
you could maybe provide a hot desk’. That is what we do in Melbourne:
there are a couple of us who telecommute; one comes in on Monday, I
come in on a Wednesday and someone else comes in on Thursday, and
we use the same desk and just hot-desk. There are savings there for the
organisation. 66
2.7

Mr Adam Donnison, from Redbank, provided similar evidence:
… the company I am working for now is a 70-person company; only five
people work in an office. Everybody else works from home, and that
includes sales staff, administrative staff, technical developers, QA people
– the lot. In fact our support manager works from home. So it goes from
management all the way through. It is possible. What that means for the
company is that they do not have to have a corporate office that they
have to pay rent or heating on, they do not have to buy office furniture
that sits around for 16 hours of the day not being used. 67

2.8

Mr Donnison added that to support this workplace structure, his company provided
a start-up allowance when they employed him:
But what you do have on the other side of that, is that when I started I
got an allowance to set up my own office. At the time I think it was
€2,500, which was very close to $4,000 at the time, which allowed me to
get a decent laptop, get an ergonomic chair and set up my things. 68

2.9

Start-up allowances were also discussed in terms of warnings about ‘cost-shifting’;
that is, the concern that the savings made by employers are simply shifted on to
employees setting up offices at home. Mr George Fong, Executive Director, Lateral
Plains explained that these costs can vary from printing to ensuring the workplace is
a safe environment:
It is not exactly a perfect example, but if you think about the distribution
of documents these days, everybody sends out PDFs, and if they are to
be printed, they are printed at the other end, so you cut down the cost of
printing and transfer and distribute it to others. I think there is a lot to be
said about the fact that younger workers do not necessarily understand
their rights and responsibilities in terms of things like OHS and the actual
costs of working. There is a little bit of an education process, for both the
employers and employees, to ensure that that is maintained and
covered. It is not a trivial thing to set up a home office to work remotely,
and it is not a trivial thing to say, ‘Is it a safe enough place to work?’. 69

2.10

Occupational health and safety is discussed further in this report at 2.120.

66

Mr Andrew Patocs, PMO Manager, Keystone Management Solutions, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August
2013.
67
Mr Adam Donnison, Systems Developer, Saki Computer Services, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
68
Ibid.
69
Mr George Fong, Executive Director, Lateral Plains, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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2.11

The University of Ballarat’s Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie added that cost-shifting remains
an unresolved workplace relations issue: “I am saving on utilities in my office, but I
have an office worker at home who has got the heater on during the day when it
normally would not be. I do not know whether we have really come to grips with the
cost-shifting issue.” 70

2.12

The Rural and Regional Committee believes that cost-shifting is an area of concern
and that employees who telecommute should not take on an unfair cost burden.

2.13

Another identified benefit of telecommuting for employers is the increased
productivity of their workforce. Mr Peter Marks, a Director at Foodmach Pty Ltd, was
one of several witnesses who ascribed this increased productivity to the lack of
distractions associated with an office environment:
For those who do work in an office environment, with the amount of
interaction that you have with people day to day, whether it is with
interruptions on personal matters or whether you are talking about
businesses, there are pros and cons there. But being able to have quiet
time with no-one else around – maybe you do not answer phones, or
whatever, but you do not have people knocking on your door all the time
– productivity is increased dramatically in that regard. 71

2.14

Mr Matthew Taylor from the City of Wodonga explained to the Committee how its
remote working policy is increasing productivity:
While Wodonga is a relatively small local government area, we still have
a lot of travel time working with other neighbouring local government
areas. That productivity, in terms of your ability to stay working and not
be out in the field and having to come back in, with the time wasted in
transit, to be able to get more things done, even from a council point of
view, can be greatly enhanced. Some of the things that council is doing
in that regard are equipping staff members who are often out in the field
with iPads and those sorts of technologies to be able to enter data while
they are out in the field so that they are not having to come back in
continuously and input that data in house. Those types of enhancements
lead us to be able to be more effective and efficient in what we do and to
work more productively. 72

2.15

Quantifying the increased productivity of telecommuting, either in a sector-specific
manner or across a whole economy, can be difficult. The Institute for a BroadbandEnabled Society, which defines productivity as ‘the attainment of measurable goals
within time and on budget’, points out that productivity involves a number of
variables, such as the type of task, the level of skill required to complete the task and

70

Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie, Digital Enterprise Manager, Centre for eCommerce and Communications, University
of Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
71
Mr Peter Marks, Director, Foodmach, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15 August 2013. For other examples see: Mr
Andrew Patocs, PMO Manager, Keystone Management Solutions, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013;
Ms Uschi Steedman, Owner, Creative Odyssey, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
72
Mr Matthew Taylor, Manager Economic Development, City of Wodonga, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23
October 2013.
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the resources available to complete the task. As not all tasks can be measured in the
same way, it is therefore hard to measure the overall impact of telecommuting.73
2.16

Productivity can also be defined more simply as producing more output from the
same amount of inputs. Technology can increase labour productivity – known as the
‘marginal productivity of labour’ – resulting in higher profits, more jobs or a
combination of the two. Just how much productivity increases is dependent upon
the availability of labour with the required skills. 74 Throughout this Inquiry the
Committee has seen examples of increases in labour productivity as a result of
improvements to ICT infrastructure, on both a small and a large scale. Rural and
regional businesses stand to benefit from increased ICT capacity as do individuals
seeking work opportunities in their areas of expertise.

2.17

In May 2013, the Committee met with Ms Jennifer Dudeck, Director of Human
Resources, Employee Engagement Center of Excellence, Cisco Systems as part of its
study tour to the United States. Ms Dudeck outlined some of the quantifiable results
of telecommuting for Cisco (in US dollars):

2.18

•

$151 million is saved each year because employees use some of the saved
commuting time to work

•

$220 million saved each year through using collaboration tools, avoiding time
wasted through walking to different meetings (Cisco’s California ‘campus’ is
the size of a major Australian university)

•

$1 billion cut in real estate costs because fewer people need to be
accommodated

•

$118 million has been saved in recruitment costs because of lower levels of
staff attrition.

During the Committee’s meeting with Ms Dudeck she displayed a number of slides.
One in particular that was discussed at length described the following benefits to
Cisco of telecommuting:
•

Employees who telecommute have an extra 79 hours of productivity annually
from commute avoidance

•

Employees who telecommute save approximately $1,500 per year in commute
cost

•

Flexible workers are up to ten per cent more likely to be highly engaged than
traditional work styles

•

Mobile and remote employees have voluntary turnover rates over 30 per cent
less than those in traditional arrangements – 560 fewer voluntary terminations
annually

73

Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Telework, Productivity and Wellbeing, University of Melbourne,
Melbourne, 2012.
74
ACIL Tasman, Economic Impacts of Broadband Adoption in Victoria: Final report, Multimedia Victoria,
Melbourne, 2004.
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•

Flexible workers are up to 18 per cent more likely to be ‘high performers’ than
those in traditional work styles. 75

2.19

At a public hearing in Melbourne Mr Tim Fawcett from Cisco told the Committee
that not only are Cisco’s telecommuting staff the most productive, they are also the
most engaged and those with the highest retention rates, saving a lot of money on
hiring new staff. 76 Mr Fawcett referred to research which found that 82 per cent of
SMEs reported a productivity benefit from telecommuting, although as the return
was not quantified the benefit remains anecdotal. 77

2.20

Implementing telecommuting to its fullest extent 78 in the US Federal Government
could save as much as $14 billion in real estate, lead to reduced absenteeism, 79
lower staff turnover, increased productivity, transportation, healthcare, energy and
continuity of operations in case of natural disasters. 80

2.21

One US study assumed 50 telecommuters work two days a week away from the
office (one at home, the other at a telecentre / hub) and share office space the other
three days. A cost–benefit analysis showed that over three years the home-based
worker resulted in a benefit of $450,000 and the telecentre-based worker resulted in
a benefit of $250,000. 81

2.22

The same study reported productivity increases 82 of between 15–45 per cent and
potential reduced absenteeism savings of around $31,000 for a business with 500
staff.83

2.23

Data from the United Kingdom (based on a company with 50 staff telecommuting
two days a week) includes:
•

Annual productivity gains of £102,713

•

Annual savings in real estate of £27,810

•

Annual savings due to reduced absenteeism of £21,763

•

Annual savings from reduced turnover of £1,926.84

75

Ms Jennifer Dudeck, Director of Human Resources, Employee Engagement Center of Excellence, Cisco
Systems. Meeting with Committee in San Jose, California, 13 May 2013.
76
Mr Tim Fawcett, General Manager, Government Affairs and Policy Public Sector, Cisco Systems, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
77
Ibid.
78
This would mean that there was full take-up of teleworking for all jobs suitable for telecommuting.
79
Studies in the United States have found that over half of people telecommuting consider the ability to work
from home important or very important when considering a new employer. See: Van Horn C E and Storen D,
Telework: Coming of age? Evaluating the potential benefits of telework, Rutgers University, New Jersey, 2000.
80
Lister K and Harnish T, Federal Telework: Return on taxpayer investment, Global Workplace Analytics,
Carlsbad, United States, 2013.
81
Fitzgerald and Halliday Inc, VDOT / DRPT Telework Study [Technical Memorandum], Virginia Department of
Transportation, Richmond, United States, 2001.
82
The Committee notes that employers increasingly need to measure quality of work over quantity of work.
83
Fitzgerald and Halliday Inc, VDOT / DRPT Telework Study [Technical Memorandum], Virginia Department of
Transportation, Richmond, United States, 2001.
84
Lister K and Harnish T, The Shifting Nature of Work in the UK: Bottom line benefits of telework, Telework
Research Network, San Diego, 2011.
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2.24

Improved retention rates, in particular of highly skilled staff, was also identified by
Mr Chris Foster, Director at accounting and business services firm Green Taylor
Partners in Horsham:
The great opportunity for us is to retain people we have trained for five
or six years. They can still work for us. That is a major advantage – plus,
when their children have grown up they can come back into the office if
they want to. It saves us a lot of hassle and time and training and cost to
be able to do it. 85

2.25

Telecommuting not only enables businesses to retain skilled staff it opens up the
recruitment pool to, theoretically, the whole world. At the very least, for the types of
jobs suitable to being done anywhere, businesses in rural and regional Victoria are
no longer limited by distance by having to recruit from a small local workforce. 86 As
Mr Donnison said in Ballarat, telecommuting “… especially for global companies
allows the company to hire the best person for the job, no matter where they live”.87

2.26

IBM’s Mr Steve Davies confirmed this fact by revealing that “… with an organisation
as large as IBM we need to be very flexible with our resourcing pool. So when we
need a specialist in a particular skill we cannot pick and choose and demand that it is
somebody in Ballarat or somebody in Melbourne. If the skill is in Sydney, then they
work remotely.” 88

2.27

Companies such as Woolworths implement telecommuting arrangements specifically
to widen their recruitment pool.89

EMPLOYEES

2.28

For employees who telecommute the most identified benefit is an improved work–
life balance – or what was expressed to the Committee as “higher quality social and
family interactions” 90 that will bring large social benefits. 91 The flexibility of not
having to arrive and leave an office at a set time allows employees the opportunity
to attend to responsibilities during the day that would otherwise not be possible; for
example, dropping off and picking up school-aged children, being home to let in
tradespeople or having more time to exercise. 92

85

Mr Chris Foster, Director, Green Taylor Partners, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
Access Economics, Impacts of Teleworking under the NBN, Department of Broadband, Communications and
the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.
87
Mr Adam Donnison, Systems Developer, Saki Computer Services, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
88
Mr Steve Davies, Regional Lead, IBM Global Business Services, Public Hearings, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
89
Deloitte Access Economics, The Connected Workplace: War for talent in the digital economy, Deloitte Access
Economics, Sydney, 2013.
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Mr Paul Jarman, Councillor, Shire of Campaspe, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15 August 2013.
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Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie, Digital Enterprise Manager, Centre for eCommerce and Communications, University
of Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
92
‘Telework week is coming’ – www.management-issues.com/2012/2/28/opinion/telework-week-iscoming.asp#.UM6Ky3sElSM.email; accessed 12 June 2013. European Foundation for the Improvement of
Living and Working Conditions, Telework in the European Union, European Union, Brussels, 2010.
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2.29

In 2005, the Australia Institute found that long commuting hours and long working
hours are associated with:
•

Spending less time with children

•

Socialising less with friends and relatives

•

Doing less voluntary / charity work

•

Reduced participation in sporting groups and community organisations. 93

2.30

According to Mr Peter Marks, telecommuting is particularly likely to benefit parents
of young children: “Typically you think about maybe a younger family or people who
have to get after-school care and stuff like that. It is an opportunity to go and pick up
the kids and they can go and do their stuff.” 94

2.31

In Ballarat, Ms Emma Conn from child health promotion charity KIDS Foundation told
the Committee why she enjoys working from home:
For me, my work day starts every morning with my kids getting on a bus
at 8 o’clock. So I walk them down to the bus and then I get down to the
beach, go for a run with the dog and come back. It is a beautiful start to
my day. I then sit down at my laptop. By 9 o’clock I am ready to go. Then
when they finish school they come in and I am there. My husband still
works shift work, so there is always one of us home. For us, it is a perfect
balance. 95

2.32

Key to this improved work–life balance is reduced commuting time. Mr Marks
provided an example of a way in which commuting can impede on the work day: “…
when we tee up an early meeting, one of our directors, who commutes from
Geelong to Melbourne, on a number of occasions has not made it to meetings
because he is stuck on the ring-road or in gridlock on Bolte Bridge or what have
you.” 96

2.33

With daily work trips in Australia averaging between 1.5–3 hours, the benefits of not
having to commute are obvious. However, the Committee heard that an improved
work–life balance does not happen automatically. For example, there is a risk of
telecommuters using this extra time to work more than their agreed hours – a shortterm productivity benefit to businesses but one that needs to be properly managed
over the long term by employers and employees. Mr Fawcett told the Committee
that Cisco telecommuters work an extra 40 minutes for every hour they are not
travelling to and from work, adding: “As an employer we would probably like to see

93

Flood M and Barbato C, Off to Work: Commuting in Australia, The Australia Institute, Canberra, 2005. The
Grattan Institute talks in terms of a ‘spatial leash’ that limits how far parents can live from their workplace ‘…
and in the process often drastically reducing what work they can do’; see ‘Memo to Mr Abbott: how to get our
cities and economy moving’ – grattan.edu.au/publications/news-and-opinion/post/memo-to-mr-abbott-howto-get-our-cities-and-economy-moving/; accessed 24 September 2014.
94
Mr Peter Marks, Director, Foodmach, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15 August 2013.
95
Ms Emma Conn, Head of Injury Prevention and Education, KIDS Foundation, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July
2013.
96
Mr Peter Marks, Director, Foodmach, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15 August 2013.
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that a bit more balanced, but that is the way that people are choosing to use that
time.” 97
2.34

Ms Funcke spoke with the Committee about the temptation faced by people working
from home to work extra hours simply because it is easy to switch a computer on
and be connected to their work networks and systems such as email 98 – one of the
reasons why some commentators consider telecommuting to be a ‘double-edged
sword’. 99 She told the Committee that American Express has a “very stringent policy”
on ensuring its telecommuters maintain a healthy work–life balance. 100

2.35

In Port Fairy, Mr Jock Serong told the Committee that he enjoyed the clear
delineation in his previous career between the office and home, as it helped him
know when it was time to stop working and ‘switch off’. 101

2.36

The City of Wodonga is another employer addressing this challenge with its staff, as
Mr Matthew Taylor explained:
With the balance and the accessibility comes the challenge of being
accessible even while people are on leave. I can pick up my phone when I
am on leave and look at all my emails building up and think I had better
get rid of those while I am on leave. It is really making sure that while
you have got these technological things in place to make people more
efficient and give people better work–life balance there are some
controls in place so that people are not working 24/7 every day of the
year. That is one of the challenges. 102

2.37

Mr Colin Elliott from GHD Australia told the Committee that he configures his phone
so that it does not ring between 8pm and 7am, ensuring he has time to switch off
from his busy job. 103

2.38

An improved work–life balance may also contribute to an increase in productivity. In
other words, it may not just be that the extra time telecommuters have through not
travelling is put to use but that people with a greater sense of wellbeing – gained
through lower stress levels or spending more time with family, for example – are
generally more productive than people who are unhappy.104

97

Mr Tim Fawcett, General Manager, Government Affairs and Policy Public Sector, Cisco Systems, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013. Similar findings across the Australian economy can be found in:
Deloitte Access Economics, Next Generation Telework: A literature review, Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2011.
98
WORKshift Canada considers the issue of overworking among telecommuters as a ‘significant problem’. See:
Lister K and Harnish T, WORKshift Canada: The bottom line on telework, Telework Research Network, San
Diego, 2011.
99
Nilles J M, ‘What does telework really do to us?’, World Transport Policy and Practice, Volume 2, Number 1,
1996.
100
Ms Narelle Funcke, Business Travel, American Express, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
101
Mr Jock Serong, Editor, Great Ocean Journal, Public Hearing, Port Fairy, 7 November 2013.
102
Mr Matthew Taylor, Manager Economic Development, City of Wodonga, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23
October 2013.
103
Mr Colin Elliott, Regional Manager, GHD Australia, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23 October 2013.
104
Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Telework, Productivity and Wellbeing, University of Melbourne,
Melbourne, 2012.
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THE WIDER ECONOMY

2.39

Economic theory suggests that more flexible working arrangements are part of a
wider economic and cultural change. As the Australian economy changes from a
manufacturing base to one more reliant on the service sector we are witnessing a ‘…
longer-term trend towards organisational decentralisation and labour market
reform’.105

2.40

Deloitte Access Economics has estimated that telecommuting – which it describes as
‘the biggest structural change to the labour market this decade’ – has the potential
of creating 25,000 jobs by the year 2020, with 10,000 of these jobs being created in
regional Australia.106 It has been estimated that:

2.41

•

If ten per cent of workers were to telecommute 50 per cent of the time the
total annual gains are valued as worth $1.4–1.9 billion annually 107

•

If Australia’s rate of telecommuting were to be doubled from six per cent to 12
per cent by 2020, each household would benefit by $634 through travel
savings and the wider benefits of jobs being added to the economy. 108

The development of ICT infrastructure in rural and regional areas is commonly seen
as an enabler of this type of economic transformation. National Broadband Network
(NTN) enabled telecommuting has been estimated to create 25,000 FTE jobs by
2020–2021, with around 10,000 of these in regional Australia. 109 The figure below
shows the link between the NBN and economic outcomes via labour force
participation:

Figure 2.1. NBN and labour force participation

NBN improves
broadband

More
sophisticated
telework
applications

Managers
increase
telework jobs

Increase in
labour force
participation

Increase in GDP
and
employment

Source: Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Creating Jobs through NBN-enabled Telework,
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2012.

2.42

The creation of these jobs has been explained by the fact that telecommuting
broadens the workforce by allowing labour force participation for those who

105

Australian Telework Advisory Committee, Telework for Employees and Businesses: Maximising the economic
and social benefits of flexible working practices, [Consultation Paper], Australian Telework Advisory
Committee, Canberra, 2005, p 19.
106
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Creating Jobs through NBN-enabled
Telework, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2012. See S. 4.6: ‘Telework and labour force participation’.
107
Access Economics, Impacts of Teleworking under the NBN, Department of Broadband, Communications and
the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010. Note: This comparison is based on no telecommuting rather than the
current rate.
108
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Benefits of High-speed Broadband for
Australian Households, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
109
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Creating Jobs through NBN-enabled
Telework, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2012.
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traditionally have found it difficult to enter the workforce. This includes people
returning to work from injury and parents re-entering the workplace after having
children. 110 Telecommuting is estimated to increase employment for people with
family commitments by up to 5,400 by 2020–2021. 111
2.43

Mr Steve Davies, who acts as the Ballarat regional lead for IBM Global Business
Services, told the Committee about two mothers who IBM employs as an invoicing
team for a big account. Mr Davies said that this telecommuting arrangement, with
the mothers working from their homes in Sydney, is only possible because of the
online network infrastructure and telecommunications tools available to businesses
today.112

2.44

People experiencing disadvantage are another group traditionally excluded from the
workforce who could be reached if more businesses embrace telecommuting. The
Netherlands recently reduced social security contributions for employers who
implement telecommuting arrangements. This is based on the belief that
telecommuting encourages people experiencing disadvantage into the workforce,
providing a net social benefit. 113

2.45

As Ms Emma Dawson from the Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society told the
Committee this has particular relevance to rural and regional Australia:
There tends to be an overrepresentation of people from a low
socioeconomic background, Indigenous Australians, people with a
disability or others living in regional and rural centres. Telework has
been shown to have great inclusion and participation benefits for people
from such backgrounds, so the provision of that facility in regional and
rural Australia can lead to improvements in inclusion and
participation. 114

2.46

The Committee also heard from Mr Peter Walton, CEO of Infoxchange, a not-forprofit organisation working for a more digitally inclusive society. He pointed to
research carried out by KPMG that estimated there are currently 200,000 people
with a disability in Australia who are not in the workforce but would like to be. Mr
Walton indicated to the Committee that telecommuting is an entry point into the
workforce for people with disabilities, adding that there are around two million older
workers in Australia who would like to re-enter the workforce. 115 Telecommuting

110

Mr John Collins, Economic Tourism and Development Manager, Hepburn Shire Council, Public Hearing,
Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
111
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Creating Jobs through NBN-enabled
Telework, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2012.
112
Mr Steve Davies, Regional Lead, IBM Global Business Services, Public Hearings, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
113
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, Telework in the European
Union, European Union, Brussels, 2010.
114
Ms Emma Dawson, Executive Director, Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
115
Mr Peter Walton, Chief Executive Officer, Infoxchange, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
Also see: Infoxchange, Submission, Number 16, 30 August 2013; and Mr Tim Fawcett’s evidence that “…
around 70 per cent of people not in the labour force who are living in rural and regional parts of Australia
reported that they would take up employment if a telework job was available to them”.
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can also be of benefit to older workers who want to transition into retirement rather
than cease working completely. 116
2.47

This increased workforce participation is one of the preferences of policy makers
looking to increase productivity across an ageing economy, while facing a shrinking
tax base and growing demand for services. This ability to broaden the workforce
reflects a distinguishing characteristic of telecommuting: that work goes to people
rather than people going to work.

INTERNATIONAL EVIDENCE ABOUT TRANSPORT IMPACTS

2.48

2.49

In the United States, much of the impetus for promotion and adoption of
telecommuting comes from considering the impact of commuters on traffic, public
transport congestion and associated environmental concerns, as well as public safety
and worker wellbeing. These concerns are significant – along with the economic
productivity concerns discussed above – and have led to governments making policy
choices promoting telecommuting. Data relating to the United States includes:
•

Vehicle miles travelled: telecommuting reduces overall miles travelled by
around one per cent, although for individuals this reduction can be in the range
of 50–80 per cent 117

•

Studies have estimated annual savings of around 30 million tonnes of
greenhouse gas emissions 118

•

Telecommuters in Washington State save on average 32 miles of travel each
day they telecommute.119

In the aforementioned UK study, a company with 50 staff telecommuting two days a
week would see:
•

An annual greenhouse gas reduction of 41 tonnes

•

An annual car expenses savings for employees of £1,049. 120

116

Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Creating Jobs through NBN-enabled
Telework, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2012.
117
United States Office of Personnel Management, 2012 Status of Telework in the Federal Government: Report
to the Congress, United States Government, Washington.
118
Ibid. This study provides a caveat in the form of a discussion on the ‘rebound effect’; for example, ‘an
unintended increase in energy use due to a behavioural change or new technology that negates the savings
from the change’. As an example of why quantifying energy savings is complicated: equations will have to take
into account that it is more efficient to heat 100 people in an office space than 100 separate homes, while also
acknowledging that there may be more than one person in each house. In general, travel and greenhouse gas
emissions savings from telework are complex because a number of factors have to be taken into account. For
example, people may still make short commutes to drop off their children at school, shopping etc., which they
may have done on the way to and from work. These trips contribute to emissions not just through the distance
travelled but because many emissions arise from the starting of engines, especially in colder climates where
the engine takes some time to warm up. (Teleworkers may also have used public transport, making their
contribution to emissions reduction negligible.)
119
Washington State Department of Transportation, Kitsap Telework Final Project: 2009 report to the
Legislature, Washington State Department of Transportation, Olympia, United States, 2009.
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2.50

Overall, a 2000 report from the UK Home Office estimated the net public loss to the
UK economy of wasted commuter time spent in congested traffic at £20 billion. 121

2.51

In Amsterdam, it has been estimated that telecommuters save an average of 66
minutes per day in commuting time and that coworking spaces, such as hubs, cost
approximately 50–70 per cent that of traditional work spaces. Further, in Seoul the
Ministry of Public Administration and Security expects that for each remote worker
utilising a local SmartWork centre / hub for between 1–2 days per week, as opposed
to travelling to the central government facilities, it would be able to reduce
emissions trading and transportation costs by approximately US$310 per year and
reduce commuter time by up to 90 minutes per day. The Ministry of Public
Administration and Security also plans to provide additional beneﬁts to workers
worth approximately US$2,090 per year per person by investing time earned
through remote working into learning and career development opportunities. 122

2.52

A Canadian study found that if all employees in Canada in roles that were amenable
to telecommuting (estimated at 43 per cent of the workforce) were to work
remotely two days per week on average the reduced burden of disease cost from
motor vehicle accidents would be CA$37.5 million. 123

2.53

Traffic authorities tasked with reducing congestion recommend using telecommuting
as part of a wider traffic reduction program i.e. increased public transport, traffic
flow management etc.

2.54

However, the evidence of benefit is not uncontested. One United States study found
that the impact of telecommuting on congestion costs in small areas to be
‘negligible’. 124 Similarly, a study in California found that telecommuting:
•

Does not increase non-commute trips

•

Tends to shift activities to destinations closer to home

•

Sees proportionally fewer peak period trips.125

TRANSPORT IMPLICATIONS FOR AUSTRALIA

2.55

In 2008, expenditure on road infrastructure by Australian governments totalled
$13.2 billion, meaning there is great potential for savings by removing the need for
people to travel by car to work. 126 Studies have found that:

120

Lister K and Harnish T, The Shifting Nature of Work in the UK: Bottom line benefits of telework, Telework
Research Network, San Diego, 2011.
121
Australian Telework Advisory Committee, Telework for Employees and Businesses: Maximising the economic
and social benefits of flexible working practices, [Consultation Paper], Australian Telework Advisory
Committee, Canberra, 2005.
122
Ms Caroline McLaren, Hub Australia Activator, Personal Communication, 17 October 2013.
123
Deloitte Access Economics, Next Generation Telework: A literature review, Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2011.
124
Fitzgerald and Halliday Inc, VDOT / DRPT Telework Study [Technical Memorandum], Virginia Department of
Transportation, Richmond, United States, 2001.
125
Ibid.
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•

In 2005, congestion across Australia was estimated to cost $9.39 billion 127

•

A ten per cent increase in telecommuting is estimated to save around $810
million in time and fuel savings. 128

2.56

For regional Victoria the median distance travelled to work is around 14 kilometres.
The LGAs with the highest median distance for travel to work are Hindmarsh, West
Wimmera, Yarriambiack, Buloke, Towong and Loddon with a median distance
between 53–72 kilometres. Regional LGAs with low median travel distances are
mostly LGAs that function as regional centres with more employment options. Thus,
the LGA with the lowest median travel distance is Mildura with four kilometres.

2.57

The median distance travelled to work for the Melbourne metropolitan area is
around ten kilometres. The longest median distance of the metropolitan area to
travel to work is Cardinia with 25 kilometres. Employees living in Melbourne have
the shortest median distance to work with around 2.5 kilometres.

2.58

The following Victorian data is taken from the Department of Transport and shows
daily trips to and from LGAs based on Census data.

Table 2.1. Journey to work data 2011: from rural and regional LGAs to Melbourne and
other metropolitan LGAs
LGA
All journeys from
All journeys from
Total
LGA to Melbourne
LGA to other
LGA
metropolitan LGAs
Ballarat
688
1,002
1,690
Greater Bendigo
314
707
1,021
Greater Geelong
3,532
5,014
8,546
Hume
8,096
14,545
22,641
South Gippsland
51
601
652
Source: Department of Transport’s Victorian Transport Statistics Portal: www1.transport.vic.gov.au/VTSP/homepage.html.

2.59

Recent work commissioned by the Department of Business and Innovation
examining the benefits of extended broadband and mobile coverage in Victoria
estimated total savings from avoided travel attributed to telecommuting in regional
areas at over $33.7 million. 129

126

Access Economics, Impacts of Teleworking under the NBN, Department of Broadband, Communications and
the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.
127
Maunsell Australia, AusLink Urban Arterial Road Network Congestion Review: Traffic Management Systems
(Non-Freeways). Consultancy Report Prepared for Council of Australian Governments Review of Urban
Congestion Trends, Impacts and Solutions, Maunsell Australia, Adelaide, 2006.
128
Deloitte Access Economics, Next Generation Telework: A literature review, Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2011.
129
The Hon Louise Asher MP, Minister for Innovation, Services and Small Business, Personal Communication,
29 April 2013.
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TELECOMMUTING INVESTMENT AS SOCIAL INVESTMENT

2.60

During the inquiry, the social significance of investment in ICT was highlighted. Mr
Walton told the Committee that a study on the impact of Infoxchange’s programs
found that every $3 million invested resulted in $13 million worth of economic gains
to households. However, he added that overall there is a lack of data in Australia
measuring the economic impact of digital exclusion and increased connectivity in
communities:
You could equally look at the transactional efficiencies of extending the
coverage or getting bandwidth equality around a broadband network so
people can engage, such as someone who has to actually take time out
of their day to go back to a site where they can actually file a report or
capture information as opposed to doing it exactly where they are … As
far as I am aware I have not seen any research like that in Australia, or
not any that tries to capture it in one package. I think that would be
quite interesting in laying that economic argument to bed but also
showing the compelling case for investment in certain areas to promote
it. 130

2.61

It was suggested that governments would be better off directing funding towards
building telecommuting-enabling ICT infrastructure than more roads and rail
networks. 131 Mr Alex Green from the Great South Coast Group argued that ICT links
communities in the same way that travel has in the past:
… we traditionally think about infrastructure as being roads, rail,
airports — the hard infrastructure. [ICT] is equally hard infrastructure,
but what it enables is information sharing and collaboration, and all the
things that are very powerful in bigger cities. It is really powerful and I
think it has real power in helping regional centres grow and, I guess for
us, really important economic and social drivers for population
growth. 132

130

Mr Peter Walton, Chief Executive Officer, Infoxchange, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
Mr Barrie Sutherland, Owner, Watermarks Photo Gallery, Public Hearing, Port Fairy, 6 November 2013.
132
Mr Alex Green, Committee Member, Great South Coast Group, Public Hearing, Port Fairy, 7 November
2013.
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TELECOMMUTING AND REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT

‘While outsourcing employees via state of the art telecommunications to
regional satellite or home offices may have significant benefits from a
peak hour, stressed metropolitan road and transport system – the real
benefit for our region is in the work opportunities and choices afforded
to locals, tree changers and part time residents as employees or selfemployed business owners.’ Mansfield Shire Council
“Telework is combining technology, flexibility and imagination to enable
us to overcome the tyranny of distance.” Hon Malcolm Turnbull, Minister
for Communications, Telework Congress, University of Melbourne
2.62

There is a strong argument that telecommuting, which by definition removes the
need for workers to be located in a central workplace, can benefit rural and regional
Victoria. It is seen to have a regional benefit by the Federal Minister for
Communications, as stated above, as well as by regional leaders. In Ballarat, Mr
Stuart Benjamin, RDA Grampians’ Chairperson, told the Committee:
We have a big fear in regional development that as Melbourne continues
to grow like this and regional Victoria grows like this, in 25 years’ time,
when we have half of the percentage of the total, we will become
irrelevant in regional Victoria. We will not have a $1 billion Regional
Growth Fund in 25 years’ time because we will almost be irrelevant. We
have to get the population to grow. The only way we do that is to
encourage people to move out into the regions. One of the ways you do
that is with telecommuting and saying, ‘You can live in the regions and
you don’t have to come to Melbourne’. That is a really easy thing, I
would have thought, to do. 133

2.63

Speaking at the same hearing, Mr George Fong added that the partnership model
between local councils, state government and businesses that works well with the
Ballarat Technology Park (which leads to significant businesses being located outside
of Metropolitan Melbourne) could be replicated in more remote parts of Victoria
with great success:
If that sort of model was to continue, especially in the outer areas of
regional Victoria, I think we would be highly successful in making the
case for businesses to look broader afield, in terms of both a change of
culture but also a change of location and the viability of that location. 134

2.64

133
134

However, the extent of this benefit, and whether telecommuting does actually have
a role to play in regional development, is a matter of contention. The most
immediate economic benefit of telecommuting is that it keeps workers regional for a
percentage of their work time and injects money directly into a local economy.
Regional Victorians who commute to Melbourne to work are spending money at

Mr Stuart Benjamin, Chair, RDA Grampians, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
Mr George Fong, Executive Director, Lateral Plains, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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lunch time and after work in Melbourne. This was explained succinctly to the
Committee by Ms Margaret O’Rourke:
It is well known that when you commute you actually do your activity at
lunch time, so wherever you work is where you actually buy. When they
do take their break during the day they go in and they get their few
things that they have got to do in a lunch time. They pop back on the
train or get back in the car and by the time they get home they go
straight home. They do not actually do that economic activity and spend
when they are actually back in their home of residence. 135
2.65

Mr Tim Fawcett from Cisco gave the example of the estimated 10,000 people who
commute from Geelong to Melbourne every day, arguing that “… the number of
people who are taking their lunch money, their shopping habits and their other
activities from that area every day is significant”.136

2.66

The Committee attempted to quantify the impact of this commuting:

2.67

•

There were about 1.9 million people employed in Greater Melbourne, while in
the rest of Victoria around 600,000 people were employed on Census Day
2011 137

•

Origins of car driver journeys to the Melbourne LGA in 2011: Ballarat, Surf
Coast and Greater Bendigo all less than 0.5 per cent of journeys 138

•

Origins of public transport journeys to the Melbourne LGA in 2011: Ballarat,
Greater Bendigo, Latrobe and Greater Shepparton all less than 0.5 per cent of
journeys. 139

As a simple example, if someone from Hume is spending $10 each day on lunch that
equals nearly $230,000 each day lost to the Hume economy (ignoring any shopping,
after work drinks etc). 140 The Committee is aware of attempts in Gippsland to
quantify the amount of money lost to local traders in the region by people
commuting to Melbourne every day. 141 Ms Lyn Moore, Project Officer at the RDA
Barwon South West, also spoke about the opportunities in the context of Geelong
commuters to Melbourne:
… we see the NBN rollout as a value add to what already could be
happening and can be happening across the region with teleworking and
a whole range of things. There are something like 80,000-odd trips out of
this region to other regions and to Melbourne (10,148 journeys to work

135

Ms Margaret O’Rourke, Director, Margaret O’Rourke Consulting, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15 August 2013.
Mr Tim Fawcett, General Manager, Government Affairs and Policy Public Sector, Cisco Systems, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
137
‘Census 2011 journey to work: the story behind the movement’ –
www.transport.vic.gov.au/research/statistics/census-2011-journey-to-work#6; accessed 12 June 2013.
138
‘Ibid.
139
Ibid.
140
Based on the above figures at Table2.1 Journey to work data 2011: from rural and regional LGAs to
Melbourne and other metropolitan LGAs.
141
Ms Mary Aldred, Chief Executive Officer, Committee for Gippsland, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September
2013.
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per day from Barwon South West into Melbourne and other
Metropolitan LGAs), so teleworking is a great opportunity to get ten per
cent of those people not going to Melbourne and not going to other
regions. There are some opportunities there.
2.68

In an example from the United States, the Committee took evidence from Mr Don
Sidlowski, Managing Director of a company providing integrated internet marketing
systems to corporate clients. Mr Sidlowski is located in remote northern Wisconsin
with another company principal based in rural Arizona. He told the Committee: ‘The
two of us who live in remote parts of our states bring our six-figure salaries to these
rural communities where they provide a tremendous boost to the local economy.’ 142
The number of professionals in an area creates a multiplier effect in income and
positive economic change.

2.69

Mr Sidlowski argued that attracting telecommuters to a region is of greater
economic benefit than an industry such as tourism because tourism requires
expenditure on advertising and promotion to attract money into a region. He said:
‘The conclusion is inescapable: rural and regional regeneration based on remote
work options and e-business approaches have an immediate and usually permanent
positive impact on the local economy.’143 The town of Three Lakes where Mr
Sidlowski is located has benefitted from a local approach to development that
promotes telecommuting.

2.70

Telecommuting (and the technology on which it depends) can also help with the
transition from the commodities-based economy of traditional rural industries to an
information economy.144 What has been labelled the ‘New Rural Economy’ reflects
the change in competitiveness from ‘hard factors’ (raw materials, physical
infrastructure) to ‘soft factors’ (skills and capacities of the workforce,
entrepreneurial culture, local institutions and governance).145

2.71

Although traditional strengths are still relevant, their proportion of economic
contribution is decreasing over time. Because of this rural areas must identify and
develop different competitive advantages as ‘… the strength of linkages /
relationships to sources of information, innovation and business opportunities can,
other things being equal, become more important than geographical location or

142

Mr Don Sidlowski, Submission, Number 2, 30 May 2013.
Ibid.
144
See: Wimmera Development Association, Submission, Number 10, 13 June 2013 for an example of a rural
economy evolving in line with telecommuting and e-business opportunities, in this case western Victoria.
145
Copus A (Ed), European Development Opportunities for Rural Areas: Final report, European Union,
Luxembourg, 2011. Also see Christensen D, Kunkle R, Babine M et al, Rural Telework Project: Final report,
Washington State University, Pullman, United States, 2003; Christensen D and Babine M, Rural E-work
Program: Final report, Washington State University, Pullman, United States, 2006; Stayner R and McNeill J,
Changing Business Realities? The implications of e-commerce technologies for rural non-farm businesses,
Institute for Rural Futures, University of New England, Armidale, 2003.
143
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proximity to resources’. 146 In essence, proximity to human capital is gradually
becoming as important as proximity to natural resources. 147
2.72

The Committee saw this many times during the Inquiry in meetings with business
people for whom location was irrelevant to their successful business model. 148

2.73

Mr John Collins from Hepburn Shire Council told the Committee that with
telecommuting expanding the types of jobs that can be done remotely young
families who in the past felt they had to leave regional areas for better work
opportunities may no longer feel this is their only choice. 149 This can lead to myriad
advantages. For example, many witnesses told the Committee that one benefit of
retaining young families in rural and regional Victoria is an increase in participation
in community groups such as local sporting clubs and the CFA. For example, Ms
Noelene Gration, Director Ascend Public Relations and Communications joined the
CFA soon after she began telecommuting full-time, part of the process she described
as developing a “sense of community”. 150

2.74

Mr Daniel Strachan, Strategic Initiatives Manager at the Shire of Campaspe argued
that the end result of this change is a boost in population for rural and regional
Victoria. As Mr Strachan said: “… it is about our small, liveable communities and
getting population out there”. 151

2.75

Another contribution to population growth in rural and regional Victoria attributed
to telecommuting is the corresponding increase in the inflow of new residents,
which in turn makes it easier for governments to justify the ongoing provision of
services such as health and education. 152

2.76

However, it is not just a matter of growing population. It is equally important to
reduce the ‘brain drain’ from regional centres 153 by attracting and retaining skilled
professionals, if rural economies are to diversify and strengthen into the future –
something made possible by the nature of telecommuting favouring more skilled
occupations. 154

2.77

Mr Craig Allan, Director, Marketing and e-business, Visionary Group, and board
director, Ballarat Business Centre, discussed the way in which technology is pivotal

146

Copus A (Ed), European Development Opportunities for Rural Areas: Final report, European Union,
Luxembourg, 2011, p iii. ‘Bridging linkages’ join rural areas with outside markets and new knowledge; ‘bonding
linkages’ facilitate the dissemination of innovation within regions.
147
Stayner R and McNeill J, Changing Business Realities? The implications of e-commerce technologies for rural
non-farm businesses, Institute for Rural Futures, University of New England, Armidale, 2003.
148
This idea is explored in more detail in Chapter 7.
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Mr John Collins, Economic Tourism and Development Manager, Hepburn Shire Council, Public Hearing,
Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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Ms Noelene Gration, Director, Ascend Public Relations and Communications, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17
July 2013.
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to the economic strength of rural and regional Victorian communities through
allowing skilled workers to live and work anywhere:
… there are a lot of people who are … commuting to Melbourne for
work. The enablement of this broadband technology really has the ability
to retain those skills. We find there are quite a lot of situations where
those people who have worked on a professional basis as employees
have gone on to embark on developing their own business and therefore
really having a very positive impact on the economy on a local scale. 155
2.78

In its submission to this Inquiry, the Shire of Campaspe expresses a similar concept:
‘With the right ICT infrastructure in place in regional Victoria, the inhibitors to living
and working in separate locations become diminished.’ 156 Mansfield Shire Council
believes it important for rural Victorians to ‘… reside in the shire of their choice and
yet remain competitive’.157

2.79

Ms Funcke, a young woman working in Horsham as well as from her home in Minyip,
is an example of someone who, through a combination of technology and working
for a company with a well-developed telecommuting policy, injects their skills into
the economy of western Victoria:
I did come from a small country town. I was raised in Riddells Creek,
which is not this far away but was still quite a distance, back when I last
lived there. So the size of the town is okay. I moved to Melbourne to get
work, back when I was 20, and probably did not think I would go back
out again – but, yes, technology allows you to do it. 158

2.80

Mr John Vines, Chair, Innovation and Business Skills Australia expressed this well:
“There are a lot of really good things that potentially become available if we have
the wit to make use of those opportunities.” 159

2.81

Telecommuting and e-business should be part of an overall package of initiatives for
rural and regional development. Focusing on one aspect of development alone will
not achieve growth. Mr Bevis England, head of Telework Australia, said that he is not
aware of telecommuting alone being used as a rural regeneration tool. Rather,
improvements in ICT infrastructure have a stronger link with rural regeneration more
broadly.160

2.82

The challenge to advocates of rural and regional development is to ensure that focus
and effort remain on unpacking the reasons for business locating in metropolitan
areas and turning that around.
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2.83

For example, a recent article in the Australian Financial Review entitled ‘Heart of the
city remains the lure’ challenges the argument that networked societies will
automatically be more dispersed. The authors, Jane-Frances Kelly and Peter Mares,
state:
A growing body of research shows that the more knowledge-intensive
our economy becomes, the more proximity matters. This might seem odd
in a networked society. In theory much of the work carried out in
expensive city offices could be done just as easily from a desk in the
outer suburbs. Yet the industries winning a bigger share of the Australian
economy choose to locate close to one another in the heart of the city.161

2.84

Furthermore, Futures Foundation Chairman Mr Charles Brass has stated that
telecommuting is unlikely to undermine the popularity and importance of CBDs. 162
Adamsone, Baltina and Judrupa observe that investments in sectors which are the
main users of the new ICT, such as software industry and telemarketing, are
predominantly located in large urban centres. They describe this situation as a
‘geographic paradox’, in reference to the fact that ICT is thought to allow the
decentralisation of economies. 163

2.85

Deloitte Access Economics states:
If more of the population of regional communities stay, and especially if
individuals living in major population centres were able to move to
regional areas due to telework, it would provide greater momentum
towards the development of regional communities in Australia. 164

2.86

The use of the word ‘if’ here is telling. Standen and Sinclair-Jones provide an indepth study in their 2003 report, eWork in Regional Australia: A report for the Rural
Industries Research and Development Corporation. In it they argue that access to
expertise is the most important factor for knowledge-based professional services
(the sector that rural and regional Victoria should be attracting and developing) and
that ‘… eWork cannot be expected to advantage regional areas that do not already
have concentrations of appropriate workers’. 165

2.87

The report also found that overseas attempts to use telecommuting as a regional
development tool have had limited success, 166 mostly because businesses are
motivated by commercial decisions and will only locate jobs in regional areas if it
makes commercial sense to do so.
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2.88

These findings reinforce the Committee’s view that supporting a skilled workforce
based in rural and regional Victoria underpins development success. This is discussed
elsewhere in the report in Chapter 5.

2.89

It should be noted, though, that many of these attempts were based on enticing
businesses not just to employ remote teams in rural areas but move their businesses
as well. Standen and Sinclair-Jones, for example, surveyed businesses on the
effectiveness of payroll tax deductions, rent and training subsidies, and providing
facilities but ‘… none described them as decisive in choosing a regional site’. 167
Studies in Europe and the United States have produced similar findings.168

2.90

The Committee believes that success is more likely to be achieved by encouraging
businesses to implement telecommuting arrangements that include rural and
regional Victoria as a source of skilled labour.

2.91

According to Standen and Sinclair-Jones other factors that influence where a
business locates and looks for its employees include: proximity to large population
centres; access to public transport and airports; accommodation / housing;
established business centres; and ICT infrastructure. They further argue that most
‘high value’ professional and semi-professional telecommuting services ‘… are
suitable only for larger centres and those close to capital cities’. 169

2.92

As such, to diversity and strengthen their economies rural and regional communities
need to analyse their competitive advantages in terms of:

2.93

•

The skill level of their labour force

•

Whether their industry base is high-tech and knowledge intensive

•

Avoiding industries where offshoring is growing

•

Education and training facilities

•

Networking opportunities for workers to share knowledge

•

Broadband capacity. 170

Standen also argues that the ability for people to work anywhere presents a threat
to rural economies – with work increasingly less likely to be tied to a particular
location the competitive advantage of local businesses diminishes. He says that
telecommuting:
… continues to tantalise policy makers with prospects of generating
employment and economic development in areas too remote to compete
in the service sectors of the ‘old economy’. However, it is also clear that
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these technologies allow work to move quickly to new locations; eWork
can appear as an economic ‘butterfly’ moving across the globe in search
of more favourable labour markets, access to consumers, or regulatory
environments. 171
2.94

Research suggests that in the absence of established local supply networks, regional
businesses in Australia are more likely to buy services and access skilled workers
from a capital city than supply that capital city. 172 This type of work is commonly
referred to as ‘e-outsourcing’, which with technology can now stretch overseas. For
example, Mr Graham Boyd, owner of Xpose, a web development and internet
marketing business based in Geelong, employs a designer in Pakistan and was
looking at hiring another designer living in Romania. 173

2.95

Indeed, while improvements in ICT present the opportunity of opening up other
markets to rural and regional Victorian businesses, it also presents the threat of
allowing outside competition access to rural markets. This ‘globalising force’ will be
particularly felt by businesses that have traditionally been protected by distance (e.g.
local livestock agents) and businesses selling products that are easily convertible to
digital forms (e.g. shops selling CDs and DVDs.) 174 As Mr Jim Wyatt, Program
Manager for Technology and Innovation, Tasmanian Department of Economic
Development said: “The reality is that these are highly mobile operations and they
can be stripped down and operational again at another site in two days if there is a
better deal on offer.” 175

2.96

Rural and regional communities, therefore, need to ensure that the opportunities
made available by the new information economy equal or exceed the threats. 176

TRUST BUT VERIFY

‘After over 30 years each in the IT industry the fact that our level of
experience cannot be valued by Australian organisations, simply because
we don’t live in Melbourne, seems to indicate that there is something
short-sighted going on.’ Saki Computer Services
“I am in a very privileged role to be able to work from home and I do not
want to upset the applecart.” Mr Andrew Patocs, Mansfield
2.97

Much of the evidence acquired by the Committee, including a literature search and
evidence received at public hearings, confirmed that management culture is a strong
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barrier to the greater uptake of telecommuting in Australia. In particular, there is still
a distrust of telecommuting or, at the very least, an uncertainty about how to
manage remote teams. As Standen and Sinclair-Jones reported in 2005, ‘… firms are
reluctant to allow more than a few trusted workers to work from home or a
telecentre’.177 Research carried out as part of this Inquiry confirms that
telecommuting arrangements are most commonly offered to workers who have
been in a position for some time and established trust with their employers.
2.98

That reluctance is still in place today. Management in Australia often remains
committed to ideas originally developed in factories in the 19th Century178 that
workers must be seen for the work to be monitored – known as ‘presenteeism’; ‘line
of sight management’; ‘Taylorist management’; or ‘command and control
structures’ 179 – perhaps because very few businesses provide training on how to
manage telecommuters. 180 A recent Australian study found that 50 per cent of
businesses surveyed considered flexible working arrangements to be too disruptive
to the working environment, with 37 per cent finding management of flexibility
related policies too complex to implement.181

2.99

There is also a view in parts of Australian society that people who work at home are
simply ‘bludging’ 182 – a view the public service is particularly wary of and which may
act as a barrier to governments implementing flexible workplace arrangements.

2.100 However, Inquiry witnesses more often than not countered this line of thinking. For
example, Mr Matthew Taylor said: “You can still be in the office and not be
productive. It is about your staff knowing that there are these flexibilities, and if they
are getting the work done, with my staff I have never had an issue with it. Someone
could mow the lawn, but somebody could be sitting in the office having a cup of
coffee.” 183
2.101 WORKshift in Canada suggests what the ‘Work Habits’ of successful telecommuters
are:
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1. A high level of job knowledge and proven ability to perform
2. Satisfactory or better performance reviews
3. Self-motivated and self-disciplined
4. Ability to work well alone for long stretches of time
5. Limited need for feedback, but able to ask for it if necessary
6. An active, effective communicator
7. Sensitive to work impact on others, especially co-workers
8. Adaptable and flexible. 184
2.102 The infographic below presents the variety of issues that an employer must consider
in allowing employees to work remotely. It illustrates, through humour, elements
that may make an employee suitable for telecommuting, or not.

184

WORKshift presentation to the Australia Delegation, 17 May 2013.

Rural and Regional Committee

45

Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

Figure 2.2. Should you let your employees work from home?

Source: http://www.mindflash.com/blog/2011/08/decision-tree-should-you-let-your-employees-work-from-home/.
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2.103 The Australian Human Resources Institute argues that remote working models
challenge the ‘comfort zones’ of many businesses. 185 Mr Bill Haigh from the
Gippsland Regional Clinical School was clear in his opinion that management culture
needs to change:
We have to also change the mentality of the management. A lot of
management in the [Latrobe] Valley – I do not know about in the
metropolitan area; I think that is changing drastically because of the
leasing arrangements and costs of square footage – say, ‘If you haven’t
got your staff under your roof, then you haven’t got control’. That is the
mentality that we have to get away from. It is a whole dynamic shift, a
paradigm shift, from, ‘I know that by the end of the week I’ve got these
tasks completed’; whereas, if you do not see them during the day, you
cannot control that. You are changing the management technique to
give them responsibility and adjust your management skills
accordingly. 186
2.104 In Horsham, Mr Carl Sudholz, Owner of Fast Track Tools told the Committee that this
approach to management is not so much attached to certain generations as it is
firmly embedded in our culture:
I am saying that the biggest problem we have is about culture and
cultural attitudes. Cultural attitudes that say we cannot actually do
business this way are really deeply embedded. I suppose government,
big business and traditional businesses are very frightened. I do not
know why, to tell you the truth.
Mr TREZISE – Is it cultural attitudes or generational attitudes?
Mr SUDHOLZ – I do not think it is generational, to tell you the truth.
Maybe there is some generational stuff there, but it is certainly a cultural
attitude in that the expectation is that we should just do business the
way we have done business. 187
2.105 Generational differences were also discussed by the Committee in relation to the use
of technology, with many witnesses dismissing the notion that older people as a
whole shun modern technology. Mr Stephen Pykett provided an example of
residents at an aged care facility learning how to videoconference via iPads. He
added: “If they are taking it up, I cannot see why business owners – who, by the pure
fact that they are running a business are fairly savvy and have a reasonable bit of
initiative and get up and go – would not be taking up the same opportunities …”. 188
2.106 Lister and Harnish discuss the mismatch between what we know works in the
workplace and what management still does, arguing: ‘This has been the fundamental
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problem in telework since Jack Nilles first coined the term more than three decades
ago.’ 189 Taking this idea further, Cisco’s Mr Martin Stewart-Weeks argues that
resilient organisations in a modern economy are those that have replaced tightly
controlled systems with flexible arrangements that allow skill and knowledge to flow
quickly through an organisation in response to unexpected threats. 190
2.107 Ms Patricia Neden, Chief Executive Officer of Innovation and Business Skills Australia
described the way managing a team of telecommuters differs from traditional
management techniques. According to Ms Neden planning needs to be more
thorough, communication more formal and team planning more inclusive to ensure
all members feel part of the team at all times (particularly to avoid social isolation of
remote workers). She said:
… it really does place a different set of pressures on managers in terms of
the accountability of individuals, how they relate to them, how they
make sure that they are not excluded, how they encourage their team to
include them – that type of thing – and to ensure that the
communication about what they are expected to do and when and how
and with whom is very clear. 191
2.108 In its submission to this Inquiry, the Australian Information Industry Association
states: ‘Successful telework is planned and well supported by organisations and their
leadership.’192
2.109 In Telework, Productivity and Wellbeing, the Institute for a Broadband-Enabled
Society provides a framework on which managing remote teams can be built,
including:
•

Management must be based on trust and clearly defined outcomes or
‘deliverables’

•

Teams should be comprised of workers who are self-motivated and well
organised

•

Managers must clearly define how work is to be structured and implement
regular reviews and assessments. 193

2.110 Further advice was provided by Mr Ian Ross, Strategic Solutions Director at Logicalis
Australia, who said that productivity gains come from a combination of technology,
people and policies:
Effective teleworking is a cross-organisation initiative that must consider
the needs of remote workers as well as those still in the office. It needs to

189

Lister K and Harnish T, Federal Telework: Return on taxpayer investment, Global Workplace Analytics,
Carlsbad, United States, 2013, p 14.
190
Quoted in: Australian Human Resources Institute, Submission, Number 22, 28 October 2013.
191
Ms Patricia Neden, Chief Executive Officer, Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
192
Australian Information Industry Association, Submission, Number 24, 21 November 2013, p 8.
193
Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Telework, Productivity and Wellbeing, University of Melbourne,
Melbourne, 2012; see also Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Submission, Number 6, 3 June 2013,
page 6.

48

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter 2: The benefits of telecommuting

look not only at how employees connect, but also how workflows occur,
how staff communicate and how the social interaction of work can be
effectively synthesised across separate locations. 194
2.111 Ms Jennifer Dudeck, a telecommuter who remotely manages a large team at Cisco in
San Jose, gave the Committee some advice about how to achieve a flexible
workplace:
•

Respond to flexibility expectations

•

Make technology available

•

Focus on results

•

Managers set meaningful goals

•

Keep things within boundaries

•

Trust employees

•

Broadband connectivity must be available.195

2.112 Ms Neden believed that it is the responsibility of management training courses to
deliver these skills to managers, both now and into the future. However, Mr Ian Fry,
Executive Officer at Ballarat ICT, who discussed this issue in broader terms of change
management and adopting new ICT systems, suggested that government has a role
in helping businesses implement any new systems and procedures “… whether that
is funding, time or resources”. 196
2.113 The Committee also notes the suggestion that, acknowledging that this change to a
more flexible workforce is an ‘inevitable social and economic development’, 197
businesses should make their management teams justify why someone isn’t
telecommuting if the job is suitable, rather than have to justify why someone is
working away from the main office.198 Wodonga TAFE, for example, takes this
approach and has a 100 per cent remote access policy for its staff. 199
MEASURING PRODUCTIVITY

“It is about results, ultimately.” Mr Peter Marks, Echuca
“Organisations that are very traditional in their approach and that like
to have their staff sitting at a desk to keep an eye on them struggle a bit
to get their head around telework.” Mr Peter Francis, Phillip Island
194

‘Teleworking: Corporate Australia’s unrealised potential’ – www.au.logicalis.com/news-and-events/newsand-announcements/2013/18-november-2013.aspx; accessed 21 November 2013.
195
Ms Jennifer Dudeck, Director of Human Resources, Employee Engagement Center of Excellence, Cisco
Systems. Meeting with Committee in San Jose, California, 13 May 2013.
196
Mr Ian Fry, Executive Officer, Ballarat ICT Limited, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
197
Horace M, ‘The social implications of telework: the UK experience,’ World Transport Policy and Practice,
Volume 2, Number 1, 1996.
198
‘Telework: It’s time to let Dracula run the blood bank’, Media Release, Tim Fawcett, 23 January 2013.
199
Mr Michael Kershler, Director Information Communications Technology, Wodonga Institute of TAFE, Public
Hearing, Wodonga, 23 October 2013.
Rural and Regional Committee

49

Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

2.114 The Committee learnt that an important skill for managing remote teams is
measuring performance rather than simply attendance, 200 also known as managing
by results. 201
2.115 A lack of knowledge of how best to manage by results has long been one of the
management culture barriers discussed above. Essentially, managing remote teams
comes down to measuring outcomes rather than time spent at a desk, 202 described
to the Committee as “short-term unitary assessment” of work. 203 This is a reflection
of the fact that the 9–5 working day will soon cease to be the norm, 204 requiring a
shift away from traditional micromanagement to something more suited to this new
approach to productivity. 205
2.116 City of Wodonga’s Mr Matthew Taylor has fortnightly meetings with his staff and
told the Committee that it is obvious if work is not being completed, whether that be
by office-based staff or telecommuting staff. 206 At Wodonga TAFE, Mr Michael
Kershler, Director, Information Communications Technology spoke of the ease with
which productivity is measured using a combination of a ‘work out loud’ philosophy,
in which all staff can see what work is being done across an organisation, and
enterprise social media, in this case Yammer.207 These two approaches combine to
increase both teamwork and camaraderie. 208
2.117 In Horsham, Mr Chris Foster from Green Taylor Partners told the Committee that
one of that company’s accountants works from her home in the town of Yaapeet,
about 80 kilometres from Horsham, after having a baby. Mr Foster explained that
through good project management and a level of trust Green Taylor Partners is
confident that productivity is not dropping:
It is a project management process, really. Rather than measuring what
time she spends, it is about how many jobs she gets out in a particular
time frame. It is about trust, pretty much.
The CHAIR – And you can measure the throughput as well?
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Mr FOSTER – Yes. We are in control of what goes to her, so we know how
long it takes and that sort of thing, but it is based on trust and the fact
that she is working when she says she is working. 209
2.118 Also in Horsham, Ms Narelle Funcke explained that the American Express travel
department has a performance management system that workers must meet before
they can work from home in order to prove they are capable of working without
supervision. Once working from home staff members have set targets which are
closely monitored:
So it comes down to the output. If they are talking about just one of their
corporate travel consultants, they have very specific goals. They have to
issue a certain number of tickets per day and complete a certain number
of bookings per day. These are certain very specific tasks that they need
to meet and if they do not meet those when they move to a home
environment, then that triggers a management process to get that
sorted. 210
2.119 It was presented to the Committee that the use of online performance monitoring
systems increases effective oversight of a team, 211 to the extent that it has even
been suggested that telecommuters are monitored more closely than ‘normal’ office
workers. 212 In Echuca, Ms Lisa Kapperer, Human Resources Coordinator at tomato
processing firm Kagome, spoke about the Timeclock system for tracking farm staff’s
productivity:
This is a remote clock in and clock out system for the farm staff. It gives
us specific details on not only what time they clock in and out each day
but their location as well. They cannot be at home having breakfast and
clock in because we will know they are not at the farm, we will know
they are at home. That, I suppose, tracks to a point where they are and
what they are doing. 213
OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH AND SAFETY

“I think there needs to be some sort of policy around small businesses
helping them to understand how you look after those people who do
want to work outside the office, wherever it is.” Ms Jennifer Cromarty,
Ballarat
“Employers have a duty of care to their employees.” Mr Brad Wynter,
Melbourne
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Box 2.1. Occupational Health and Safety Legislation
The Model Work Health & Safety Act places a ‘primary duty of care’ on a Person Conducting
a Business or Undertaking (PCBU). The PCBU must ensure, so far as reasonably practicable,
the health and safety of workers while workers are at work.
Part 3.2 General Workplace Management imposes duties upon the PCBU so far as is
reasonably practicable, that the environment at a workplace is without risks to health and
safety.
Division 6 – ‘Remote or Isolated Work’ dictates that the PCBU must manage risks to the
health and safety of a worker associated with remote or isolated work.
In minimising risks to the health and safety of a worker associated with remote or isolated
work, a PCBU must provide a system of work and effective communication with the worker.
The model laws have been adopted in all Australian jurisdictions with the exception of
Western Australia and Victoria. In Victoria, the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004
applies:
21. Duties of employers to employees (refers to employers providing a ‘working
environment’)
(3) For the purposes of subsections (1) and (2)(a) a reference to an employee includes a reference to an independent contractor engaged
by an employer and any employees of the independent contractor; and
(b) the duties of an employer under those subsections extend to an independent
contractor engaged by the employer, and any employees of the independent contractor, in
relation to matters over which the employer has control or would have control if not for any
agreement purporting to limit or remove that control.
Section 35 – Duty of employers to consult with employees – refers to workplaces ‘under the
employer’s management and control’.
Safe Work Australia has published guidelines to assist PCBUs in understanding and
complying with their obligations. In Victoria, guidelines are provided in WorkSafe Victoria’s
Workplace Amenities and Work Environment, published in September 2008. This document
provides several examples of an employer’s responsibilities in regard to remote workplaces.
For example, S.20 states: ‘Employers need to consider whether the workplace is in a
building or structure, or whether work is undertaken outdoors or in a remote location away
from the primary workplace of the employer – such as agency or labour hire employees.
Some employees may be mobile, for example sales representatives, tradespeople or visiting
health care employees.’ 214
WorkSafe Victoria’s 2006 document Officewise: A guide to health and safety in the office
contains a section on how to set up a home office. 215
Workplace experts WorkPro advise that PCBUs have an obligation to manage and minimise
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the risks to health and safety of their worker and must consider the following aspects of
workplace health and safety:
•
•
•
•

The role / position
Formalising the request, including documenting specifics about the arrangement
Request and authorisation process
Review to ensure the arrangement continues to work for all parties.216

Telework Australia provides a guide to assist employers with these aspects. 217
In Europe, Directive 88/391 states that the employer is responsible for the occupational
health and safety of the employee, with ‘daughter directives’, national legislation and
collective agreements also coming into play. 218
2.120 The Committee heard a variety of evidence regarding occupational health and safety
(OH&S), in particular around whether a home office (or other workspace) is an
extension of the workplace with the same rights and responsibilities, including the
cost of setting up a safe workspace. 219
2.121 A 2006 Federal Government report states:
Even where this is not a specific legislative requirement, if there is a
formal home-based work arrangement with an employee, the employer
would generally be responsible for conducting an OH&S assessment of
the employee’s home to meet their general duty of care towards
employees. 220
2.122 In its submission to this Inquiry, RDA Hume states that it is the responsibility of a
business to ensure that remote worksites comply with its own OH&S policies and
that businesses should partner with WorkSafe Victoria to check the suitability of
these worksites. 221
2.123 In Australia, an employer’s duty of care for occupational health and safety does
extend to remote or home-based work. In relation to individual agreements (as
opposed to legislation), OH&S should be determined as part of a telecommuting
arrangement. Responsibility for safety lies with both the employer and the
employee.222
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2.124 Pittard, an industrial relations analyst, provides several examples of workplace
agreements. Both the Allianz Agreement and the Bendigo Bank Limited Certified
Agreement 1998–2000 allow the employer to enter the employee’s home to check
that OH&S standards are being met. This, she points out, ‘… indicates a blurring of
the distinction between private (home) and public (workplace of employer) arenas
which to a certain extent is already taking place when the employer permits homebased work’. 223
2.125 The Canadian organisation WORKshift provides well-considered and comprehensive
sample policy documents on its website.224
2.126 Different arrangements presented to the Committee during this Inquiry include:
•

Employers checking a home office at set up followed by annual self-assessment
audits 225

•

An OH&S agreement signed off with staff 226

•

The employer provides furniture (desks, chairs, lighting)227

•

Alert signals if machinery stops unexpectedly228

•

No arrangement, with employee providing their own adequate furniture.229

2.127 As with measuring productivity, technology has an important role to play in
increasing the safety of remote teams. Ms Kapperer explained how remote
monitoring of crops can make for a safer farm:
In the next five years we should see greater sophistication of this
technology, enabling agronomists to physically inspect the crops less
often, freeing up more of their time to do other things. All of these things
that I have just mentioned mean there needs to be less staff out in the
field, or that their time can be utilised more efficiently to do other work,
which also equates to less injuries and potential for injuries. 230
2.128 It has been suggested that the roots of occupational health and safety legislation lie
in the manufacturing-based economy of the past rather than today’s information-
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driven economy. 231 This may explain the great deal of uncertainty in the business
community about OH&S responsibilities and telecommuting arrangements. 232 Mr
Tim Fawcett from Cisco, who presents frequently on the subject of telecommuting,
told the Committee that the most common questions he is asked are around
occupational health and safety issues. 233 It has also been suggested that current
legislation is outdated. For example, in its submission to this Inquiry, Infoxchange
states: ‘Much, if not all, of the rules and laws that are relevant to telework have
been written with a workplace or traditional office in mind.’ 234
2.129 Mr Peter Francis, Bass Coast Shire Council’s Economic Development Manager said
this lack of certainty acts as a barrier to firms implementing telecommuting
arrangements,235 an argument also made in Traralgon by Baw Baw Shire Council’s
Mr Stephen Pykett:
There is certainly a reluctance within the business community to take on
distance workers, because of the lack of control the organisation has and
also the potential risk. If I am working from home, that is my workplace.
If I am on my normal course of duties, my employer has some liability for
my health and safety whilst I am there. There is a fear out there in the
environment: have we got significant control over that location to ensure
health and safety, and are we leaving the organisation open to too many
risks?
Mr TREZISE – But surely that is just a small hurdle, because that is health
and safety management practice. There are lots of businesses that
employ staff that are out in cars and trucks doing remote work. Really, it
is an attitude. Those health and safety issues are small hurdles that can
be overcome.
Mr PYKETT – But in a business sense, unfortunately that is one of the
blockages that is put up. Whether it is a convenient excuse or whether it
is a real reason, it is always easier to take the path of least resistance.236
2.130 The Shire of Campaspe states: ‘This may only be a perception amongst businesses,
however the lack of awareness and information may in itself act as a barrier to takeup.’ 237
2.131 In its submission to this Inquiry, the Visionary Group states that costs associated with
OH&S may form part of this blockage, 238 while internet service provider iiNet
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suggests online resources should be made available to help employers meet their
OH&S responsibilities (although iiNet does not state who should provide these
resources). 239
2.132 In a recent judgment, Telstra was found liable for physical and psychological injuries
sustained by Ms Dale Hargreaves, a former manager with Telstra, who fell down the
stairs of her Brisbane town house twice while working from home in 2006. She was
unable to return to work and was made redundant in 2007. The Administrative
Appeals Tribunal found against Telstra and ruled that they pay compensation and
lost income to Ms Hargreaves for the duration of her life, a cost of several hundred
thousand dollars. 240
2.133 The Committee discussed this case with Mr Peter Wilson, Chairman, Australian
Human Resources Institute. Mr Wilson told the Committee that employers and
employees share responsibility for identifying, mitigating and, if possible, eliminating
safety risks in remote workplaces. He added that Telstra had failed to identify the
risks in Ms Hargreaves’s home and had it done so the case may well have had a
different outcome. Asked if there is a need for further legislation on employers’
OH&S rights and responsibilities with telecommuting, Mr Wilson suggested that
governments would be better served providing practice notes and other guidance on
what he labelled ‘reasonable remedies and actions’:
I am not advocating for more legislative statutes to solve the problems
of working from home, but I am keen for employers to understand their
general obligation that if they want the benefits of the right of deeming
home to be part of their workplace, they need to look at what that
means and the consequences of that for their employees. If they are
derelict in that duty, they may well bear a consequence. 241
2.134 Mr Wilson said that one area governments could start is defining which parts of an
employee’s house, for example, constitute the ‘workplace’. The Committee also
notes Mr Tim Fawcett’s suggestion that the Productivity Commission inquire into
amendments to legislation and regulations that inhibit telecommuting, including
occupational health and safety laws and workers compensation insurance laws. 242
2.135 The 2013 Trans-Tasman Telework Survey found no significant difference for injuries
reported by telecommuters and non-telecommuters. 243 This points to barriers being
perceptual, rather than actual greater risks. Because of this, the Committee
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recognised concerns in parts of the business community that are looking for
clarification on their obligations as employers of telecommuters.
2.136 One issue that the Committee believes deserves more research and closer scrutiny is
that of mental health and telecommuting. The Committee heard evidence that with
connectivity now being possible 24 hours a day there is a growing problem of
workers being unable to ‘switch off’, a result of work ‘intruding’ into workers’
personal time. 244
2.137 Mr Stuart Benjamin, who as well as being Chair of RDA Grampians is involved in a
number of construction and property development businesses, told the Committee:
“I am just as likely to get an instant message from a staff member at 11.30 or 3.00
a.m. as at any time during the day. That is just a shift that we all have to accept and I
guess also manage because we want our staff to switch off.” 245
2.138 In Horsham, Mr Carl Sudholz said that the state government needs to be prepared to
respond to growing problems around mental health and remote working:
One of the biggest problems with the information economy stuff is
mental health. The reason that there is a very substantial dark side to
information-based economies, fibre-to-the-home networks and being
able to work remotely is that for a number of people, social media
particularly and that type of work has a very addictive feel to it. People
have trouble switching off, and that leads to anxiety and depression, and
these things are starting to come out now … You actually have to be able
to switch that thing off and move away, and that is about education and
support. Mental health issues will continue to grow, and the information
economy is going to drive mental health issues and they will fall back on
the state government. It is as simple as that. You will need to be
prepared for that, and the work that is going on I think needs to continue
and really does need to become a central aspect of state-based –
Mr HOWARD – Does there need to be some more research done in that
area to look at prevention and being proactive?
Mr SUDHOLZ – Yes, I think so. It is research, but it is also education as
well and showing people and training people and exposing people to the
problems so that they can switch off. We are not evolved to be
connected to screens and machines, but a lot of us are now, so it does
cause some problems. 246
2.139 The Committee believes that in remote areas it may be wise to avoid full-time
telecommuting in favour of some social contact with other employees either through
commuting to an office or working in a coworking hub in a nearby town. Mr Guy
Rowson told the Committee:
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I live some 20 to 25 kilometres east of here in a regional area, and I have
seen firsthand the impact of isolation, particularly for mothers, to be
stereotypical, who are in their homes with very little contact with people
from day to day. I do not think it is a great idea to encourage full-time
teleworking for that reason. 247
2.140 Data hungry high-quality videoconferencing will be more readily available under the
NBN, and may be another approach to mitigating any social isolation caused by
telecommuting in remote areas.248
2.141 KIDS Foundation is an organisation that supports telecommuting for its staff and puts
in place social gatherings and team building and bonding events that ensure staff can
get to know each other. For Ms Emma Conn, who works for the organisation and is a
full-time telecommuter, this is enough social interaction.249
2.142 However, the Committee believes that a mixture of telecommuting and nontelecommuting is generally the best approach to remote working, and should be
determined on a case-by-case basis.
OTHER LEGISLATION

“Governments have an ability to set legislation and amend legislation
and regulations which have a direct market impact. It is clear to me that
as Australian and state governments and local governments look at the
issue of the digital economy and the way Australia is moving towards
that at a state, federal and local level, one of the key issues that is
perhaps not being focused on enough is our legislative and regulatory
regime.” Mr Tim Fawcett, Melbourne
2.143 In addition to OH&S, telecommuting introduces a range of legal questions for
employees, employers and governments. Examples are listed in the box below.
Box 2.2 Legal issues and telecommuting
•
•
•

The transformation of the workplace through the introduction of new technology, and
redundancy, and whether existing legal and regulatory mechanisms adequately protect
workers and employers.
The implementation of home-based work and telecommuting through awards, certified
agreements and workplace arrangements.
The role that the contract of employment and the law relating to that contract play in
the electronic era, in particular, the impact on the classification of workers as
employees or independent contractors.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The control by employers of employees’ use of the computer and internet services
provided by employees.
The extent of monitoring, through electronic means, of work performance and its legal
implications.
The extent to which employees can expect privacy in the workplace.
Protection of employees against sexual harassment through electronic means.
The role of employer policy in control of workplace conduct and the legal status of that
policy.
Protection of employers’ commercial information and know-how from misuse which
may be facilitated by electronic means.
Occupational health and safety considerations of the electronic and ‘remote’
workplace.
Conflict of law issues as to the contractual arrangements between employer and worker
and which jurisdiction’s laws govern remote and off shore work arrangements.

Source: Pittard M, ‘The Dispersing and Transformed Workplace: Labour law and the effect of electronic work’, Australian Journal of Labour
Law, Volume 16, 2003.

2.144 Beyond occupational health and safety requirements, a shift towards greater
adoption of telecommuting has wider implications, as illustrated in Box 2.2. Two
major trends are worthy of attention, however. First, that telecommuting needs to
be considered within the wider cannon of Industrial Relations legislation where
adopted within conventional employer–employee relationships; and second, that
telecommuting is common in the emerging area of independent sub-contracting and
freelance employment.
2.145 For conventional employment relationships, telecommuting requires the recognition
that ‘… the worker is an employee brings with it the entitlement of that worker to
rights under awards, certified agreement and protective labour legislation’.250 The
breadth of jobs that suit telecommuting means that it occupies a ‘very broad
industrial context’ 251 and that telecommuting jobs are covered by a wide range of
state, national and individual workplace agreements.
2.146 The most common concern regarding ‘flexible’ workplace agreements is that they
lead to a loss of conditions and awards for workers. 252 Studies on workplace
relations are increasingly focusing on the ways in which the traditional relationship
between employers and employees are changing. In the past, employees would
provide labour, specific skills and loyalty for a relatively long-time, receiving job
security and other benefits (such as health care and education) in return.
2.147 The evolution to more short-term contracts seen in today’s labour market ‘… may
increase the substitutability of workers and reduce employers’ commitment. As a
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result, the provision of security and the other non-financial compensations of labour
may increasingly fall to public institutions, local communities, families or
transformed labour organisations’. 253
2.148 Mr Carl Sudholz argued for an update in thinking around industrial relations and
short-term contracts to acknowledge this new way of working:
There needs to be a whole shift in thinking in terms of that industrial
relations conversation that is going on. It is very conservative. It is about
protecting jobs and that type of thing. For businesses like mine that is
not good; it is not going to work. I will do two things: I will never, ever
employ someone full time and everyone will be on contracts, or I will
break up my work into contracts and farm it out into online things to
Canada and the US or wherever I can get talent and skill. That is what it
is really about — acquiring talent and skill when I need it for individual
projects. I might sign up a $20,000 or $30,000 project with the Victorian
government, DPI or the GRDC knowing that there is six months of work
to be able to deliver on that. I can break those projects down, farm them
out, bring people in and move people along. For me to be able to drive
that kind of productivity work I need to have the ability to quickly and
easily move people on and change my workforce to suit. 254
2.149 For self-employed telecommuters the role of unions changes from one of collective
bargaining to that of providing information and guidance on issues such as contracts
and superannuation.255 Concerns about remote workforces expressed by unions
include:
•

Equal treatment of all workers / collective rights

•

Working time

•

Workplace standards

•

Access to training

•

Health and safety

•

Data protection.256

2.150 Mr Tim Fawcett from Cisco told the Committee that in his view legislation covering
telecommuting has failed to keep up with the reality of a rapidly evolving modern
workplace:
Regarding their attitudes to strict legislative regimes which prevent them
from engaging with their employer to do the things they would like to do
while not obfuscating the requirements for employers to continue to
253

Information Society Technologies, eWork 2001: Status report on new ways to work in the knowledge
economy, European Union, Brussels, 2001, p 54.
254
Mr Carl Sudholz, Owner, Fast Task Tools, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
255
Bibby A, ‘What about the workers? Teleworking and the trade union movement’, World Transport Policy
and Practice, Volume 2, Number 1, 1996.
256
European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, Telework in the European
Union, European Union, Brussels, 2010.

60

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter 2: The benefits of telecommuting

provide safe and effective workplaces and work practices, I think there is
a clash that is occurring there in the legislative regime. I think things like
industrial relations laws and occupational health and safety laws really
need to be looked at in terms of an economy that is emerging that has
not previously been there. 257
2.151 The National Employment Standards of the Fair Work Act 2009 state that employers
are required to consider any request from an employee for flexible working
arrangements. However, employers are entitled to refuse a request based on
‘reasonable’ business objectives. 258
2.152 On 11 February 2013, the previous Federal Government announced a package of
amendments to the Fair Work Act 2009, including extending the right to request
flexible work arrangements to more categories of workers (such as carers, workers
with disability, mature-aged workers and workers experiencing domestic
violence). 259 The Fair Work Amendment Bill 2013 was introduced in Parliament on 21
March 2013 and passed both houses in June 2013.
2.153 In Victoria, Multimedia Victoria (now Business Victoria) produced Policy Implications
of the Development of Teleworking in Victoria in 2006. 260 The document was
intended as the first stage of a Victorian Teleworking Strategy, however this was not
realised. Mr Matthew Dummett, Director, Science and Technology Policy,
Department of State Development, Business and Innovation told the Committee:
A Victorian Teleworking Strategy was never publicly released and the
2006 discussion paper was the key output from our policy development
activity. In 2008, work on the Victorian Teleworking Strategy was
formally discontinued due to internal budget constraints and resource
reallocation to other program / policy responsibilities within the
Department. This was noted through the Moving Forward
implementation report to Government at the time. 261
2.154 The current Victorian Public Service Agreement has one mention of home-based
work, with S.16 stating: ‘Home based work arrangements may be agreed between
the Employer and an Employee on a case by case basis.’ 262 More encompassing
agreements should update position descriptions and workplans to reflect the more
outcomes-focused nature of telecommuting, along with outlining communications
policies to ensure workers in disparate locations remain connected.263 WORKshift
Canada argues that best practice telecommuting agreements address ‘… security,
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communications, collaboration, managerial and social aspects of remote work with a
combination of technological and cultural solutions’. 264
2.155 In Europe, telecommuting is covered by the European Framework Agreement on
Telework 265 (not a legislative act), the core tenet of which is that there is neither
right nor obligation to telecommute. This means that unless stated differently in the
job description, telecommuting is considered voluntary for both employer and
employee – either can ask the other, but either can say no. 266
2.156 Further:
The European Framework Agreement also ensures that both the
employee and the employer may discontinue telework at any time
without prejudice to the employment relationship and working
conditions. A negotiated agreement between the parties is necessary to
arrange issues such as work organisation and the modalities for
changing work from the employer’s premises to telework and vice
versa. 267
2.157 Telecommuters also have the same rights, including training and development
opportunities, as other workers doing the same job, again unless stated differently in
collective or individual agreements. 268
2.158 In the UK, since April 2003 parents with disabled children or children under six have
the right to request flexible working arrangements, which includes telecommuting.
UK law states that employers must give ‘serious considerations’ to these requests. 269
2.159 In Victoria, the Regulation Policy Branch within the Department of State
Development, Business and Innovation monitors the business regulatory
environment. This includes any regulatory barriers that may impede telecommuting
and e-business. The Rural and Regional Committee understands that, to date, ‘…
businesses have not raised any systemic regulatory issues affecting telecommuting
or e-business’. 270
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Government aims
KEY MESSAGES

•

For a growing number of jobs, location is irrelevant. Rural and regional Victorians can
work anywhere, for any company in the world.

•

There is an abundance of resources available for those wishing to implement or
undertake telecommuting. What is required is generating impetus for local communities
to embrace telecommuting; businesses proactively planning for this way of working; and
government setting an example of how it can be done.

•

Government should lead by example in promoting telecommuting through setting
quotas and identifying which public sector jobs are suitable for telecommuting, as well
as sharing resources used to implement telecommuting programs with business and the
community.

•

Local government should partner with the Victorian Government in encouraging the
growth of telecommuting in rural and regional Victoria.

A NATIONAL TARGET

3.1

One of the targets of the previous Federal Government’s National Digital Economy
Strategy was that by 2020 at least 12 per cent of Australian workers would have a
formal telecommuting agreement with their employers. To reach this target the
government planned to:
•

Run an annual National Telework Week

Rural and Regional Committee

63

Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

•

Trial telecommuting using high-speed broadband in seven Australian
Government departments throughout 2013 271

•

Advertise telecommuting opportunities in Australian Public Service job
vacancies from July 2014

•

Promote telecommuting as one measure of addressing traffic congestion

•

Engage with the private sector to encourage telecommuting. 272

3.2

The first National Telework Week was held across the country from 12–16 November
2012. Former Prime Minister Julia Gillard launched the week at the Telework
Congress in the company of a range of Telework Partners and the Department of
Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy and over 225 participants.
Over 30 events were then held throughout the rest of the week. National Telework
Week 2013 was held from 18–22 November 2013, with the Hon Malcolm Turnbull,
Minister for Communications, speaking at a Telework Congress in Melbourne. 273

3.3

The National Digital Economy Strategy envisioned holding National Telework Week
every year until 2020, however it is not clear if the current Federal Government has
the same policy.

ROLE OF GOVERNMENT

“If the government really wanted to promote it, more could be done in
terms of role modelling acceptable practice around identifying which
jobs are teleworkable and setting quotas within government.” Mr Peter
Walton, Melbourne
3.4

It is important for governments interested in developing telecommuting to
understand that workplace practices evolve over time such that ‘… the new emerges
from the old rather than suddenly displacing it.’ 274 Businesses therefore need time to
adjust to new ways of doing business and employing people and are more inclined to
implement new procedures gradually rather than discard practices they have long
been comfortable with.

3.5

Suggestions for the role of government include providing businesses with case
studies containing both qualitative and quantitative data on the benefits of
telecommuting. Crucially, different case studies should apply to specific sectors 275 (as
opposed to simply listing economy-wide benefits). Government websites could also

271

The Australian Bureau of Statistics; the Australian Taxation Office; the Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy; the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace
Relations; the Department of Immigration and Citizenship; the Department of Industry, Innovation, Climate
Change, Science, Research and Tertiary Education; and the Treasury.
272
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Advancing Australia as a Digital
Economy: An update to the National Digital Economy Strategy, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
273
See: www.telework.gov.au/national_telework_week; accessed 10 October 2013.
274
Standen P and Sinclair-Jones J, eWork in Regional Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development
Corporation, Canberra, 2004, p 21.
275
Ms Jane Oakley, Regional Director, RDA Gippsland, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
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provide links to businesses with telecommuting arrangements in place for their staff,
as suggested by Mr Adam Donnison:
I was just looking at the UK’s [telecommuting website] the other day,
and each of those has links to companies that are quite willing to provide
telework. Those are the sorts of ways that you could do that. It does not
have to be a global company. It could be, as we were hearing before, a
company in Adelaide looking for people, or a company in Melbourne
looking for good people. There is a benefit there that is untapped. 276
3.6

Mr Roger Arwas, Executive Director, Small Business Victoria was of the belief that
government has a role in promoting the benefits of telecommuting where market
failures cause information gaps for small businesses. He said:
The role of government in this area is to raise awareness and provide
information on the potential benefits to business of these arrangements
rather than going further than that. I think it is a case of making the
information available –
Mr DRUM – Pointing out the benefits.
Mr ARWAS – Yes, and pointing out the benefits.277

3.7

Other evidence received by the Committee agreed that the Victorian Government
should promote the message that telecommuting can have many benefits, 278 with
Mr Patrick Kissane stating: “It is the kind of thing that perhaps if it was advertised or
explained, people might start to make better use of it.” 279

3.8

Suggested recommendations from Infoxchange, a community organisation using
technology to achieve social justice, include the following:

3.9

•

The development of an online map and Victoria-specific resource kit

•

A Telecommuting Roadshow in regional Victoria to promote telecommuting
and equip individuals / businesses with practical digital skills for telecommuting

•

Pop-up telecommuting hubs in unused shops in main streets of small towns

•

An interactive online web story about telecommuting in Victoria

•

Establishment of telecommuting community groups in regional areas.280

However, promoting a message may not be enough. Mr Stephen Pykett from Baw
Baw Shire Council argued that the benefits of telecommuting are already widely
known, yet a blockage still exists that is preventing a greater take-up:

276

Mr Adam Donnison, Systems Developer, Saki Computer Services, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
Mr Roger Arwas, Executive Director, Small Business Victoria, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September
2013.
278
Ms Uschi Steedman, Owner, Creative Odyssey, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013. RDA Gippsland,
Submission, Number 9, 7 June 2013; Deloitte Access Economics, Next Generation Telework: A literature review,
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2011.
279
Mr Patrick Kissane, Director, Burger IT, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10 September 2013.
280
Mr Brendan Fitzgerald, Manager Digital Inclusion, Infoxchange, Personal Communication, 25 October 2013.
277
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The knowledge is generally known – a lot of people understand that. The
costs to businesses of commuting, the costs to the individual of
transport, of getting to and from work, are fairly high. The costs on time
and the costs on the family are all there, but somehow the connection is
not being made out in the community and out in the business world that
there is an alternative way of doing it and that in certain circumstances
it may have benefits. There has been quite a good level of information
provided and incentives provided by the range of different government
levels, and yet still the message does not seem to be getting through. I
really am at a loss to be able to pick up what the blockage is … 281
3.10

A key message that the Committee has taken from its public hearings across the
state is that the Victorian Government should lead by example in promoting
telecommuting, ‘… to provide a signal to the private sector and examples of how to
best introduce telework’. 282 Mr Tim Fawcett summed up this message concisely
when arguing that the Victorian Government should follow the Federal Government
and lead by example, by implementing more telecommuting arrangements across
the public sector workforce:
I would strongly encourage the committee to make a recommendation
to ask the Victorian government to look at a similar policy. I know that of
all the state governments around Australia the Victorian government
has certainly been very progressive in terms of looking at ways that it
can increase its productivity … I think it can do a lot more than just sort
of create the conditions and encourage people through information; I
think it can actually lead. 283

3.11

In Ballarat, Dr Helen Thomson was clear in her support of the Victorian Government
leading by example:
Mr DRUM – The first question is: can government assist in that shift and
make that happen, maybe by introducing more flexible workplaces in
their departments or something like that?
Dr THOMSON – Absolutely, yes.284

3.12

The same argument was made in submissions to this Inquiry by Infoxchange 285 and
the Committee for Gippsland.286

281

Mr Stephen Pykett, Transport Connections Facilitator, Baw Baw Shire Council, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 15
September 2013.
282
Deloitte Access Economics, Next Generation Telework: A literature review, Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2011, p 6.
283
Mr Tim Fawcett, General Manager, Government Affairs and Policy Public Sector, Cisco Systems, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
284
Dr Helen Thompson, Director, Centre for eCommerce and Communications, University of Ballarat, Public
Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
285
Infoxchange, Submission, Number 16, 30 August 2013. At a Public Hearing in Melbourne, Mr Peter Walton,
Infoxchange’s CEO, said: “… if the Victorian government was to set targets and really hold itself accountable to
that, that would help”.
286
Committee for Gippsland, Submission, Number 19, 30 August 2013.
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3.13

The Committee notes the new Federal Communications Minister’s recent comments
encouraging employers to create more flexible workplaces:
I think not enough of them [workplaces] do [have flexibility], and in
many cases it’s because of a lack of imagination on the part of
employers. The way to measure people is by output. Not how many
hours they’ve got their bums on the seat in the office. I think a lot of it is
attitude. That’s where I think governments and people like me that have
some public profile can help; just by talking about it. And actually
reminding people that the biggest barrier to more flexible workplaces is
a lack of imagination. We’ve got all the technology [to change that]. 287

3.14

3.15

As part of this roll out of increased telecommuting across the public service the
Victorian Government may decide to publish tips on best practice based on its
experience, to encourage ongoing take-up. Information could include:
•

Establishing a business case

•

A step-by-step process for implementing telecommuting

•

Workers compensation / OH&S / other relevant industrial relations issues. 288

On this question Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie said:
What I am coming to is that the government has some fabulous websites
that are used to assist businesses, but on Victorian government state
sites there is not a lot about teleworking. There is not a lot about
management or protocols from either the employer or employee
perspective. I think it would be worthwhile if some thought went into
developing templates and guides that are a bit more than just the
generic ‘This is a good thing but these are some issues’. When you
introduce anything that is new, it is a slow learning curve. We could
actually hasten the learning curve and the efficiency of organisations. 289

3.16

Dr Helen Thomson provided the example of technology as an important area where
government experience can prove invaluable to businesses:
You can also look at Dropbox 290 and at Skype 291 as broadband
connectivity expands. Again that is where a lot of organisations of
different sizes, even the big ones, do not know what they do not know. If
government is leading at a local, state and federal level in its
interactions in terms of using these tools, technologies and approaches
as if they are business as usual, then as a consumer, resident and citizen

287

‘Liberal Party will never have quotas for women: Malcolm Turnbull’, Business Review Weekly, 11 October
2013.
288
Deloitte Access Economics, Next Generation Telework: A literature review, Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2011.
289
Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie, Digital Enterprise Manager, Centre for eCommerce and Communications, University
of Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
290
An online document repository allowing for remote access to files and automatic back-up.
291
An online telephone, video chat and teleconferencing program.
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that is where I am interacting and learning from you, and I think that is
really powerful. 292
3.17

Ms Carr-MacFie added that the Department of Justice posts its social media policy on
the video-sharing website YouTube, which she has found very helpful:
Ms CARR-MacFie – Posting your internal training programs on YouTube,
for instance, as a government, is terrific. The Department of Justice has
its social media policy for staff on YouTube. I direct many small
businesses to that because with a small adaptation their staff get the
idea. It is very clear.
Dr THOMSON – Yes, do it once and share it properly. 293

3.18

In a 2004 report, Standen and Sinclair-Jones discussed how policy makers can use
telecommuting to facilitate regional development as shown in Box 3.1 below.

Box 3.1 Regional policy and telecommuting
Regional policy makers considering telecommuting for regional development should:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Perform strategic planning taking into account the complexity, dynamism and global
nature of eWork, and aiming to create local competitive advantage through focus and
distinctiveness
Conduct broad community consultation, including with stakeholders having specific
employment needs, such as young people or women
Examine developments overseas: although the success stories in regional eWork are so
far small in number, failures can also be illuminating
Consider resources that can be developed to attract higher-skilled workers where
appropriate, for example cheap land releases, a good lifestyle environment,
community-building activities, high quality ICTs and education facilities
Consider promotional campaigns to show metropolitan businesses the advantages of
eWorking from regional facilities, engage champions and disseminate success stories
Encourage local businesses to develop relevant value-adding e-Services through
education and awareness-building
Offer incentive packages where significant employment returns and ‘flow-ons’ exist, but
not to such a level that excessive artificiality is introduced into the market
Work together at all levels of government.

Source: Standen P and Sinclair-Jones J, eWork in Regional Australia, Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, Canberra,
2004.

3.19

In the United States, the Telework Enhancement Act 2010 saw telecommuting no
longer viewed on a case-by-case basis, rather it became a defined workplace policy

292

Dr Helen Thompson, Director, Centre for eCommerce and Communications, University of Ballarat, Public
Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
293
Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie, Digital Enterprise Manager, Centre for eCommerce and Communications, University
of Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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to be implemented systematically. 294 Most states with their own telecommuting
program assign responsibility for managing telecommuting to a department
providing information on the benefits of telecommuting to individuals, businesses
and the community. For example, Arizona has a telecommuting administrator whose
only role is to develop, coordinate and market the state’s telecommuting
program.295 Further, the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences has in
the past reimbursed most of the cost of broadband for employees working from
home.296
3.20

It is the Committee’s view that the Government should lead by example in
establishing that, for a growing number of jobs, location is irrelevant. Rural and
regional Victorians can work anywhere – not just for the Victorian Government, but
for any company in the world.

Profiles – The State of Wisconsin and the Commonwealth of Virginia
It is policy in Wisconsin to promote general work efficiencies by permitting agencies to
designate employees to work at alternate work locations for all or part of their work week.
The Director of the Department of Human Resource Management is responsible for the
official interpretation of this policy. Agencies are required to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Establish internal policies and procedures
Maximise appropriate use of telecommuting
Identify positions appropriate for telecommuting
Develop work agreements
Identify and provide justification for positions ineligible for telecommuting
Establish telecommuting and alternate work schedules
Identify types of employees eligible for telecommuting and alternate work schedules
Identify benefits of telecommuting and alternate work schedules
Set annual percentage targets for positions eligible for alternate work schedules
Reporting annually to the Secretary of Administration.

Virginia
Telework!VA is the primary resource for businesses, individuals and government agencies to
start or expand a telecommuting program in Virginia. The Telework!VA website
(www.teleworkva.org) provides case studies and testimonials, sample documents and
policies, and other tools to help businesses get started. Resources and training modules for
managers and telecommuters are also provided to help develop and implement a
successful, customised telecommuting program, along with a checklist for employers to use
to determine if telecommuting is appropriate for an employee.

294

United States Office of Personnel Management, 2012 Status of Telework in the Federal Government: Report
to the Congress, United States Government, Washington.
295
Fitzgerald and Halliday Inc, VDOT / DRPT Telework Study [Technical Memorandum], Virginia Department of
Transportation, Richmond, United States, 2001.
296
Australian Telework Advisory Committee, Telework for Employees and Businesses: Maximising the economic
and social benefits of flexible working practices, [Consultation Paper], Australian Telework Advisory
Committee, Canberra, 2005.
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT

3.21

The Committee believes that local government should partner with the Victorian
Government in encouraging the growth of telecommuting in rural and regional
Victoria.

3.22

The Committee is aware of several examples of local government promoting
telecommuting and high-speed broadband in general. These include the Gippsland
Broadband Connectivity Strategy Group and the Mansfield Telecommunications
Advocacy Group. The Committee also applauds the digital economy strategy
developed by the City of Wodonga.297

3.23

Many overseas municipalities lobby for broadband infrastructure to be provided,
especially in rural and regional areas. In Australia, the National Broadband Network
(NBN) is providing this infrastructure, however local government may consider a
financial role in upgrading networks, for example from an NBN satellite to fibre.
McShane posits that local government could view broadband in the same way as
physical facilities, such as parks, are viewed. He argues that, although local
government acting as broadband retailers – what he refers to as ‘municipal
entrepreneurialism’ – is discouraged in Australia’s telecommunications market, the
role of public libraries may be extended from merely that of internet hosts to
actually providing broadband services. 298

Box 3.2 The Gippsland Broadband Engagement Plan
•

The Gippsland Broadband Engagement Plan was commissioned for development by the
Strategy Group for the Gippsland Regional Plan’s Priority Area of Broadband
Connectivity.
• The core focus of the Broadband Engagement Plan is to promote the need for
Gippsland business and residential communities to be aware of and take advantage of
the benefits arising from the digital economy and the future installation of high speed
broadband / NBN. In particular, this Plan aims to identify how to:
o Assist business operators take advantage of opportunities arising from the
installation of high-speed broadband
o Inform community members about the range of services and opportunities that will
become available
o Improve access to the internet and assist community members with limited
computer skills to upgrade their capability
o Assist Gippsland Local Government Network Councils to collate the data required to
facilitate the NBN roll out and to implement ‘NBN friendly’ policies and procedures.
Source: Cromarty J, Gippsland Broadband Engagement Plan: Connecting Communities, Socom, Melbourne, 2011.

297

‘Hands joined for digital planning’, The Age, 28 September 2013.
McShane I, ‘Local public broadband: the missing link in Australia’s broadband debate?’ Presentation at:
Local Government Research Forum, Adelaide, 6 June 2013.
298
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Profile – Mansfield Telecommunications Advocacy Group
The Mansfield Telecommunications Advocacy Group was formed in October 2012, with the
sole aim of improving digital telecommunications access and capacity across the Shire.
The group is chaired by the Mansfield Shire Council Mayor, Cr Russell Bate, who has an
extensive background in digital technology. Representatives from the emergency services as
well as many communities across the Shire and Council officers have been meeting to define
the issues and plan an approach to solving them.
The first step was to develop a paper – Securing Our Digital Future – that provides an
overview of the current connectivity and capacity situation and lists the essential outcomes
to secure the digital future of Mansfield Shire and its communities.299
Securing Our Digital Future was released in January 2013.
Source: Mansfield Shire Council, Securing Our Digital Future, Mansfield Shire Council, Mansfield, 2013.

CURRENT RESOURCES

“We would also urge that there be educational programs and
opportunities, whether that be through short course training or online
training that could be facilitated or supported by the government for the
managers and HR professionals to help them understand the benefits
and the unique requirements of managing a telework workforce.” Ms
Emma Dawson, Melbourne
3.24

There is currently a great wealth of resources from all levels of government aimed at
promoting the digital economy and telecommuting in particular. The Committee is of
the belief that these resources are sufficient to meet current demand.

Table 3.1 Examples of digital economy and telecommuting resources
Name
Comments
Digital Business

Digital Enterprise
program

Digital Hubs program

299

• The Digital Business website provides
information on what businesses or
community organisations could be doing
online and how to do it.
• Free group training and face-to-face support
for small-to medium enterprises and not-forprofit organisations to help improve the way
they do business and deliver services online.

Jurisdiction /
Reach
Commonwealth

Commonwealth

Commonwealth
• The Australian Government is providing
grant funding over four years from 2011–12
to help communities gain the skills needed to
maximise the benefits provided by the NBN.

See: Attachment to Mansfield Shire Council, Submission, Number 11, 3 July 2013.
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Telework Australia /
Department of
Communications
telecommuting
website

National Telework
Week
The Telework Kit:
Making telework a
success: a guide for
leaders, managers and
employees
Broadband Today
Alliance

CSIRO Digital
Productivity and
Services Flagship
Get Up to Speed
program

NBN-related programs

300

Commonwealth
• Provides information to businesses on how
to implement telecommuting.
• With the launch of the government’s
telecommuting website, 300 funding for the
Telework Australia website has been
withdrawn. However, all the resources that
were provided as part of the fully-funded site
continue to be available, although not all can
be provided free.
Commonwealth
• A number of courses provided, including
online seminars (webinars).
Commonwealth
• 2013 DBCDE document.

• A collaborative alliance of local government, National
RDAs and Regional Organisations of Councils
(ROCs) built on the premise of sharing
information and advocating for the resources
to assist the localised transition to a digital
economy.
• Over 135 local governments are members,
including: Bass Coast, Geelong, East
Gippsland, Horsham and Mildura.
• Targets Australian productivity growth in the National
digital economy through services innovation.
• The program aims to make businesses aware
of the opportunities the roll out of the NBN
presents and will provide much needed skills
and knowledge surrounding current and
emerging digital technologies.
• Supported by Broadband Today and
developed and delivered by The Creative
Collective, an agency with extensive
experience in delivering training on behalf of
Government organisations.

National

• Smart Grid, Smart City.
• Sustainable Australia-managed motorways.
• Telehealth Trials.

National

See: www.telework.gov.au/; accessed 10 October 2013.
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Infoxchange

Business Victoria

Rural Councils Victoria

VECCI

• Medicare Benefits Schedule.
• NBN-enabled Education and Skills Services.
• NBN-enabled Tele-education Project. 301
• A community organisation using technology
to achieve social justice through:
• Increasing digital inclusion; assisting
individuals and communities to access and
efficiently use technology
• Raising the level of digital proficiency and
assisting community organisations to
operate more efficiently and effectively
through ICT
• Advocating for equal access to technology
and the benefits of digital empowerment.
• Provides advice on home-based businesses –
includes online business as a type of homebased business but no specific advice.302
• Also runs a two-hour course: ‘Go online: a
start-up guide for business’. 303
• $12.8 million funding over two years in the
2013/14 State Budget.
• 95 seminars and 100 workshops over the
past two years aimed at online business.
• Small Business Festival, including webinars
and Tech Trends series across five sites in
regional Victoria.
• ‘Find me – follow me’ online marketing
campaign.
• Run the Networked Rural Councils Program
(funded by RDV) – includes the Intelligent
Communities Supporting Creative Industries
project (ongoing).
• VECCI has received funding from the
Australian Government to educate small
business owners on how best to maximise
their online presence via the NBN under the
Government’s Digital Enterprise Program.
The funding is provided for VECCI to offer
businesses throughout the inner south, inner
east, south east and Mornington Peninsula

Melbourne,
Brisbane and
Christchurch

Victoria

Victoria

Victoria

301

The Committee acknowledges that the NBN project is on hold at the time of writing this report with the
changeover of the new Federal Government.
302
See: www.business.vic.gov.au/operating-a-business/how-to-start/location-and-premises/home-based;
accessed 10 October 2013.
303
See: services.business.vic.gov.au/ems/default.do; accessed 10 October 2013.
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Business Ballarat

regions a series of free workshops and oneon-one coaching sessions designed to help
business improve their online presence, take
full advantage of greater digital engagement,
and realise productivity benefits and
efficiencies enabled by the NBN.
• An interdisciplinary research institute that
aligns research and industry interests to
drive innovation in broadband applications
for the benefit of society.
• Facilitates ICT use and promotes the role of
the internet through enhanced regional
connections, partnership initiatives, and the
application of ICT processes.
• Centre activities are primarily focused on
supporting the practical application of ICT in
a regional and rural context.
• Explores the development of community,
business and enterprise in a regional context
and works with public and private interests
to influence measures that promote the
growth and sustainability of regional
Australia.
• Has carried out research on e-business and
SMEs.
• The Centre for eCommerce and
Communications, City of Ballarat, Golden
Plains Shire, Hepburn Shire, Pyrenees Shire,
Regional Development Australia Grampians
and regional stakeholders.
• Helping regional businesses and not-forprofit entities take advantage of the NBN.
• Funded by the Commonwealth via the Digital
Enterprise program.
• Commissioned for development by the
Strategy Group for the Gippsland Regional
Plan’s Priority Area of Broadband
Connectivity.
• Promote their ICT credentials.

Ararat Rural City
Council

• Advice to SMEs to develop an online
presence.

Ballarat local
government
Ararat local
government

Wimmera
Development
Association

• Wimmera Streetlife.

Wimmera

Institute for a
Broadband-Enabled
Society, University of
Melbourne
Centre for eCommerce
and Communications,
University of Ballarat

Centre for Regional
Innovation and
Competitiveness,
University of Ballarat

Central Highlands
Digital Enterprise

Gippsland Broadband
Engagement Plan
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Melbourne
academic

Ballarat academic

Ballarat academic

Central Highlands
(plus Bacchus
Marsh, Brunswick,
South Morang) and
other communities
throughout
Australia

Gippsland local
government
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Nhill Shire Council
Community
Technology Centres
Association

Smart Farming

Sense-t

Queensland
Government

• Nhill Alive with Business Opportunity.
• Community Technology Centres are
community hubs in regional, rural and
remote NSW (about 60 in total). CTCs use
technology as a platform for programs and
services, internet access points, training,
venue hire, telecommuting opportunities,
and economic and community development.
• CSIRO, ACBI, NSW Government, University of
New England.
• NBN and smart farming / precision
agriculture, productivity.
• Tasmanian project – Commonwealth
funding, state government and business
support.
• It is creating the world’s first economy-wide
intelligent sensor network. Sensors can
measure anything – from oyster heartbeats
to air quality to how people are
communicating. Sense-T combines real-time
and historical data and makes this available
to the community through user-friendly
applications.
• Has a telecommuting page on its website.304

Nhill
New South Wales

New South Wales
and Australia

Tasmania

Queensland

3.25

This extensive table shows that many resources exist for those seeking assistance
with telecommuting. The Committee believes that what is required is generating
impetus for local communities to embrace telecommuting, businesses proactively
planning for this way of working and government setting an example of how it can
be done.

3.26

The Telework Australia website has a Return on Investment tool to calculate the
potential savings a business could make by implementing a telecommuting
arrangement.305 The tool is aimed mostly at medium to large businesses, although
anyone can use it. The goal of Telework Australia is to provide assistance to
telecommuters and businesses promoting ‘anywhere working’ through seminars and
workshops covering a range of introductory issues including the human resource,
productivity and transport benefits of telecommuting and the importance of
telecommuting and other flexible work options as a business continuity tool.

304

See: www.justice.qld.gov.au/fair-and-safe-work/industrial-relations/work-family-and-lifestyle/work-lifebalance-information-kits/general-managerial-interventions/telecommuting; accessed 10 October 2013.
Victoria’s e-government website has a telework page with links to articles: www.egov.vic.gov.au/topics-az/t/teleworking-topics-a-z.html, however the last post is dated 25 November 2011; accessed 10 October 2013.
305
See: www.telework.gov.au/roi_tool; and www.telework.gov.au/tools_for_successful_telework; accessed 4
October 2013.
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3.27

3.28

Businesses can purchase OH&S in the home office – occupational health and safety
for teleworkers from the Telework Australia website for $25. Businesses can also
purchase a telecommuting implementation pack for $75. It includes: a possible
action plan; a parameters worksheet; a cost–benefit analysis spreadsheet; a draft
telecommuting policy; a set of possible guidelines; a staff selection questionnaire;
and a draft agreement. 306 In the United States, Global Workplace Analytics has
developed several savings calculators aimed at employers, employees and wider
society:
•

Federal Telework Savings Calculator™: quantifies the impact of telecommuting
on real estate, absenteeism, turnover, productivity, transit subsidies, continuity
of operations, healthcare, greenhouse gases, employee transportation costs
and commute time

•

Employee Telework Savings Calculator™: allows employees to calculate their
specific telecommuting savings

•

Company Telework Savings Calculator™: quantifies the impact of
telecommuting on real estate, absenteeism, turnover, productivity,
greenhouse gases, employee transportation costs, and commute time

•

Community Telework Savings Calculator™: provides information on the
potential impact of telecommuting for specific communities. 307

Also in the United States, GovLoop (an online social network for public servants) has
provided a calculator for teams and individuals. 308

RECOMMENDATION 1
That the Victorian Government establish a telecommuting policy with the view to increasing
economic productivity across rural and regional Victoria. This policy should establish a
telecommuting target for the number of people in Victoria working remotely under a formal
telecommuting agreement with their employer at least one day a week.

306

See: www.teleworkaustralia.net.au/implementing; accessed 10 October 2013.
See: www.globalworkplaceanalytics.com; accessed 4 October 2013.
308
See: www.govloop.com/telework-calculator; accessed 4 October 2013.
307
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RECOMMENDATION 2
That the Victorian Government develop a government-wide telecommuting strategy for the
public sector, and establish a unit within the Department of State Development, Business
and Innovation to oversee and promote telecommuting across the Victorian Public Service.
The role of this unit would be to develop policy which would include:


Altering Section 16 of the current Victorian Public Service Agreement to encourage
telecommuting



Development of a telecommuting template policy that can be used by government and
business and which includes clarification of the specific occupational health and safety
requirements of employers regarding home-based employees



Ensuring that public sector jobs are advertised as suitable for telecommuting from the
outset, where appropriate



Establishment of ‘hot desks’ in rural and regional government offices which could be
used by government staff currently located centrally



Promoting the uptake of telecommuting across all parts of the State Public Sector.

RECOMMENDATION 3
That the Victorian Government encourage all employers, where relevant to their business
and including local government, to establish formal telecommuting policies in recognition of
the benefits to productivity. The Victorian Government should aim to:


Quantify the benefits and economic value of telecommuting for rural and regional
Victorian communities, especially as it relates to those not in the workforce such as
people with a disability, young mothers, carers and older workers



Quantify the productivity gains and future trends for working remotely in rural and
regional Victoria, including quantifying these in a sector-specific manner



Work with businesses and organisations currently promoting and using telecommuting
to promote the benefits of telecommuting more broadly through the use of industry
champions



Facilitate management training to understand how best to manage remote working
arrangements



Clarify Section 20 of the Occupational Health and Safety Act 2004 with regard to remote
workplaces



Partner with the Commonwealth Department of Communications for National Telework
Week.
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E-business: A window to the world
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The information economy
KEY MESSAGES

•

Access to technology must be accompanied by the knowledge and skills to use it.

•

Although technological advances lie at the heart of the information economy, future
economic growth is not simply about the acquisition of new technology. Effective new
economy enterprises are agile enough to grasp opportunities when they arise.

•

Location is increasingly immaterial to effective business.

•

E-business has the potential to diversify regional economies, increase the population
(including retaining young people), and attract skills and jobs usually reserved for larger
metropolitan areas.

•

Full participation in the information economy is an increasingly important driver of
economic growth in Australia.
“Sparx Systems was born global online.” Mr Geoff Sparks, Creswick

‘It’s the take-up and use of technology which matters … We learn from
the UK that the full benefits of digitisation – for community
empowerment and public service cost-savings and efficiency – come
from universal access and acquisition of relevant skills.’ Dr Tim Williams
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OUR NEXT STAGE

4.1

The term ‘information economy’ is used to describe economies that have evolved
past a reliance on traditional models of agriculture and manufacturing, to one that
produces ideas and knowledge as much as physical things or objects. This transition
is not absolute. Many information economies maintain strong manufacturing and
agriculture sectors while they diversify.309 Other terms used to describe such
economies include: post-industrial; post-Fordist (a shift away from mass production
to producing in smaller units); service economy; knowledge economy; digital
economy; and low-carbon economy.

4.2

Information economies see routine tasks replaced by non-routine / analytical
tasks. 310 A defining characteristic of the information economy is the way in which it
has seen the workplace divide to be comprised of two equal forms, the virtual and
physical workplaces.

4.3

Electronic business (e-business) is an intrinsic component of an information
economy. E-business is the practice of using information and communications
technologies to support business activities. This can occur internally – such as data
processing – and externally – such as online order forms, with the overarching aim of
cutting costs while increasing supply chain efficiency.

4.4

In Barwon Heads, for example, Cr Rod Macdonald told the Committee how the local
community television station will soon be able to email files of shows to Melbourne
for broadcast rather than using couriers to deliver discs as is currently the case. 311
The business will benefit from this change in many ways.

4.5

Although technological advances lie at the heart of the information economy, future
economic growth is not simply about the acquisition of new technology. Effective
new economy enterprises are agile enough to grasp opportunities when they
arise. 312 In Horsham, Mr Carl Sudholz, owner of ICT company Fast Task Tools,
outlined the “fundamentally different economics” of the information economy
compared to a manufacturing economy, in particular the concept of knowledge
transfer:
One of the fundamental things about the information economy, and the
theories are still developing, is that things do not work the way they do
in the traditional production-based economy. If you are operating an
information business such as mine, labour and business process are not
the key drivers of productivity; talent, creativity and adaptability are the
key drivers of productivity ...

309

RDA Gippsland, Submission, Number 9, 7 June 2013; Shire of Campaspe, Submission, Number 20, 30 August
2013.
310
Adamsone L, Baltina I, Judrupa I et al, Overview on the Smart Work Centres in Europe, Institute of National
and Regional Economy, Riga, 2013.
311
Cr Rod McDonald, City of Greater Geelong, Public Hearing, Barwon Heads, 6 November 2013.
312
Meeting with Mr Marcus Bowles, Director and Chair, Institute for Working Futures, Launceston, 19
November 2013.
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[People] move quickly and that is what drives business productivity in the
information economy. People move. They work on one project for one
company and gain skills and knowledge in that and then they transfer
those skills and knowledge to another project in another area. It works
very quickly. You get huge amounts of productivity growth via the
sharing of knowledge when you work within this type of business. It
allows you to keep ahead of the game. It allows you to compete in an
international market. 313
4.6

The table below compares Australia’s participation in the information economy with
other OECD countries:

Table 4.1. Comparative data between Australia and OECD economies
Digital engagement
Australia
UK
Canada
France
Households with home
access to the internet
(as a % of households)
Number of broadband
subscriptions per 100
inhabitants in 2007
Individuals who ordered
or purchased goods or
services on the internet
in 2007 (as a % of adults)
Businesses using the
internet (as a % of
businesses with ten or
more employees)
Businesses with a
broadband connection
(as a % of businesses
with ten or more
employees)
Businesses with their
own website (as a % of
businesses with ten or
more employees)
Enterprises’ total
turnover from ecommerce (as a % of
total enterprise
turnover)

68%
(2006
data)
27%
(2007
data)
30%
(2005
data)

49%
(2007
data)
25%
(2007
data)
26%
(2007
data)

South
Korea
94%
(2007
data)
31%
(2007
data)
44%
(2007
data)

94%
(2007 data)

95%
(2006
data)

95%
(2006
data)

97%
(2006
data)

90%
(2006 data)

78%
(2006 data)

92%
(2006
data)

87%
(2006
data)

96%
(2006
data)

55%
(2006 data)

75%
(2007 data)

68%
(2006
data)

61%
(2006
data)

58%
(2006
data)

10%
(2005 data)

17%
(2006 data)

Figure not
available

17%
(2006
data)

22%
(2006
data)

64%
(2007 data)

67%
(2007 data)

23%
(2007 data)

26%
(2007 data)

42%
(2007 data)

45%
(2007 data)

94%
(2006 data)

Source: Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Australia’s Digital Economy: Future directions,
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2009.
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Mr Carl Sudholz, Owner, Fast Task Tools, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.

Rural and Regional Committee

83

Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

4.7

Compared to other OECD countries, Australia lags behind in some areas of
participation and compares well in others. However, it should be noted that there is
a difference between using the information economy and contributing to the
information economy, which suggests that ‘… Australian businesses are not
harnessing the full efficiency and productivity benefits of the digital economy
relative to their international counterparts, which may lead to a loss of global
competitiveness’. 314

4.8

For example, while more than 90 per cent of businesses have an internet connection
the proportion of businesses with a web presence remains low, having increased
from 40 to 43.1 per cent from 2009–2010 to 2010–2011. More encouraging statistics
can be found in the not-for-profit (NFP) sector where the proportion of NFPs with a
website has increased to 83 per cent in 2011 from 81 per cent in 2008. This may
reflect the fact that people wishing to access counselling or advice, particularly
young people, are increasingly turning to email and online chat forums. 315

4.9

The World Economic Forum produces its Network Readiness Index, which measures
the degree to which economies across the world leverage ICT for enhanced
competitiveness. In 2012, Australia was ranked 17th in the world. The World
Economic Forum found that:
Its institutional framework and business climate also offer a favourable
context (12th in the environment subindex). The country’s readiness
would be excellent if not for its pricy ICT. Australia ranks 100th in the
affordability pillar, at odds with its 7th rank in the infrastructure and
digital content pillar and 11th in the skills pillar. The government’s
success at ICT promotion and usage is reflected in its good marks in the
government usage (8th) and social impacts (8th) pillars. 316

4.10

The Committee was impressed with the wide variety of successful e-businesses
currently based throughout rural and regional Victoria. Some examples include:
•

A plumbing company whose use of iPads and other tablets has reduced
business costs by 40 per cent 317

•

An online publishing company generating 120 e-books a year sold all over the
world 318

•

A children’s clothes maker using Facebook for promotion and online sales
portals319

314

Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Australia’s Digital Economy: Future
directions, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2009, p 6.
315
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Advancing Australia as a Digital
Economy: An update to the National Digital Economy Strategy, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
This report also found that the proportion of orders made and received online increased from 46.5 to 50.8 per
cent and 24.8 to 28 per cent respectively over the same time period.
316
Dutta S, Bilbao-Osorio B and Geiger T, ‘The Networked Readiness Index 2012: Benchmarking ICT Progress
and Impacts for the Next Decade’. In: Dutta S and Bilbao-Osorio B (Eds), The Global Information Technology
Report 2012: Living in a hyperconnected world, World Economic Forum, Geneva, 2012, p 21.
317
Mr Craig Allan, Director, Marketing and eBusiness, Visionary Group, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
318
Ms Karen Chisholm, Director, Saki Computer Services, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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•

A winery using online direct-to-customer marketing and sales techniques320

•

Online sales of ski lift passes and ski school products 321

•

Online bookings for high country horse riding trips 322

•

A food processing company using electronic data interchange in its sales
department 323

•

A school placing its student reports online 324

•

Regional telehealth practitioners 325

•

A global exporter operating out of a shed in Wodonga. 326

THINK LOCAL, ACT GLOBAL

4.11

One key advantage of e-business is that online technology means work can be done
from anywhere. In Horsham, Mr Ben Gosling told the Committee that the location
where his design company is based is “irrelevant”, 327 while on Phillip Island Mr
Patrick Kissane, an ICT professional, told the Committee about using his iPad to fix a
customer’s email problem while being near Melbourne Zoo’s platypus room. 328 In
Creswick Mr Geoff Sparcks told the Committee that as an online company “… it’s
absolutely immaterial where you are.” 329

4.12

Also on Phillip Island, Mr Michael Green spoke about doing film and television work
for clients in Europe from his home in Inverloch:
Recently my projects have involved me working for the European cable
networks doing programs like competitive sailing, where we produce the
programs and get them up overnight for them to screen on the satellite
broadcasters over there on their daytime schedule. That is one of the
advantages.
Mr TREZISE – You can do that from Inverloch?
Mr GREEN – The amazing thing is I was beaming out a program to the
Netherlands the other week sitting down there at Inverloch and thinking

319

Dr Helen Thompson, Director, Centre for eCommerce and Communications, University of Ballarat, Public
Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
320
Mr David Ritchie, General Manager, Delatite Wines, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
321
Mr Laurie Blampied, General Manager, Buller Ski Lifts, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
322
Mr Michael Watson, Adventure Victoria, Watson’s Mountain Country Trail Rides, Public Hearing, Mansfield,
14 August 2013.
323
Ms Lisa Kapperer, Human Resources Manager, Kagome, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15 August 2013.
324
Mr Ben Fitzpatrick, Assistant to the Principal, St Joseph’s College, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15 August 2013.
325
Mr Bill Haigh, Simulation Co-ordinator, Gippsland Regional Clinical School, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 15
September 2013.
326
Mr Matthew Taylor, Manager Economic Development, City of Wodonga, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23
October 2013.
327
Mr Ben Gosling, Owner, Gosling Design, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
328
Mr Patrick Kissane, Director, Burger IT, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10 September 2013.
329
Sparx Systems, Site Visit, Creswick, 18 July 2013.
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that it is going to Inverloch, then out on the backbone and across the
world, and then in probably three or four hours it will be up on the
satellite and then two days later I can watch it on Fox Sports or ESPN. It
does this great big loop and comes back again. The technology and
infrastructure are there to do that type of thing. 330
4.13

Mr Steve Thompson from Appaloosa Films was another filmmaker the Committee
spoke with who had overseas clients:
In the process of post-production, for instance, when I am editing –
certainly when my clients are interstate or overseas – we can now do a
rough edit. We normally then upload that to YouTube at an unlisted
address so the client can confidentially look at it. A set of numbers ticks
away on the screen for every frame and second. The client will then
email back a list of numbers for me. I have a template, a pro forma,
made for them. We then cut that down and it is transferred back to them
again and they can sit in their offices in Boston, LA or San Francisco and
they will send these numbers as a simple email. Once the product is
finished and approved, I can physically DHL a file to them on a disk or a
stick or something like that. It means that we can produce a very high
quality product using online services all the time.331

4.14

In Australia, at least as far back as the early 2000s e-business has been seen as an
opportunity to ‘… open up regional communities to the rest of the world’. 332 As an
example in rural and regional Victoria, it has been estimated that the digital
economy is worth anywhere between $238–$571 million to the Albury–Wodonga
economy. 333

4.15

The Committee heard that in some regional centres town councils promote residents
buying locally, when perhaps they should be supporting local businesses to develop
an online presence with a global reach.

4.16

As Mr Michael Kershler said, e-business offers regional businesses access to markets
beyond their immediate physical reach: “I think just because you are a local
manufacturing firm in Wodonga you should not need to say, ‘How can I continually
bend the local market over and over again and try to maximise?’. You need to
expand your horizons.” 334

330

Mr Michael Green, Owner, Drift Media, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10 September 2013.
Mr Steve Thompson, Principal, Appaloosa Films, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
332
Thomson H, ‘Growing exports via online communities and regional web-portals: A case study from the
central highlands region of Victoria’, A paper for the Small Enterprise Association of Australia and New Zealand
16th Annual Conference, Ballarat, 28 September–1 October 2003, p 5.
333
Mr Matthew Taylor, Manager Economic Development, City of Wodonga, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23
October 2013.
334
Mr Michael Kershler, Director Information Communications Technology, Wodonga Institute of TAFE, Public
Hearing, Wodonga, 23 October 2013.
331
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4.17

Or as Mr Steve Stanton said: “The more businesses can diversify their business into
an online business instead of having a window in the main street, they will have a
window to the world …”.335

4.18

The Committee heard that IBM operates the self-service check-in kiosks for Jetstar
and Qantas in Japan through IBM’s Ballarat office. IBM’s Delivery Service Manager,
Mr Steve Davies, told the Committee:
That has enabled us to go out to a broader market and now we have
other international carriers approaching us to see if we can do the same
thing for them. So they are coming here to Ballarat saying, ‘I like what I
see when I travel through Melbourne and Sydney airports. Can you do
that for our national carrier as well?’. 336

4.19

The Committee heard that e-business has the potential to diversify regional
economies, increasing the population (including retaining young people), and
attracting skills and jobs usually reserved for larger metropolitan areas. Bass Coast
Shire Council’s Mr Peter Francis explained:
Talking about e-business, from Bass Coast’s point of view … we see a
number of opportunities for increased prosperity in our area through
telework and better use of e-business. If you think about Bass Coast
shire, half of our ratepayers are non-resident ratepayers. They are
people who pay their rates here, but we are deprived of their skills and
their interactions and their money that they bring and their business
expertise and all that sort of thing. With better, more reliable and faster
broadband, a lot of those people who anecdotally tell us that they do not
move their business operations and their residence here because they
cannot run their business from here – if they can start to do that then
that will make a very big difference to our shire. 337

4.20

Mr Gosling, who mixes his design work with running his farm, provided an example
of this diversity in the traditionally agricultural economy of western Victoria:
Mr HOWARD – So [your design work] helps, in a way, to provide a secure
income in those bad years for you?
Mr GOSLING – Yes and the beauty of it is – everything gets back to
farming eventually – that it is completely independent of farming,
whereas you might have another job around, like my neighbour who is a
builder. In the years when the money is tight, farmers are not spending
money getting stuff built either, so with his job he gets a bit quiet on
both fronts, whereas with mine you would never say it is irrelevant,
because a drought affects everybody, but it does not really go up and
down with the conditions as much. The work is just there; certain jobs
need to be done, regardless of what the farming weather is like. It is just

335

Mr Steve Stanton, Director, Border IT, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23 October 2013.
Mr Steve Davies, Regional Lead, IBM Global Business Services, Public Hearings, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
337
Mr Peter Francis, Economic Development Manager, Bass Coast Shire Council, Public Hearing, Phillip Island,
10 September 2013.
336
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good off-farm income. It is kind of my money, too. I do not have to think
about whether I should be putting it back into the farm. It is separate; it
is mine. So it has been fantastic, it really has. 338
4.21

Dr Tim Williams expressed the potential for rural and regional areas well: “…we have
the opportunity to enable people to stay or live in regional places and still participate
fully in a modern — indeed international — economy because of digital
technology”. 339

4.22

The Committee believes it is vital that policy makers and training providers
understand that the digital economy will affect different sectors in different ways.
Even within sectors, different businesses with their own business models will need to
consider their approach to the digital economy. For example, in the retail sector
department stores will be affected in a different way to supermarkets because of the
nature of the products sold and consumer shopping patterns.

4.23

This diversity of impact has been called ‘digital disruption’: changes, positive and
negative, caused by the transition into a digital economy. The spectrum extends
from high disruption – for example, financial services, IT and media, the arts – to low
disruption – mining and manufacturing. 340

4.24

Cr Russell Bate, Mayor of Mansfield Shire told the Committee that the remote
location of much of regional Victoria could be turned into an advantage in the
information economy:
I think it was [the proponent of lateral thinking] de Bono who some years
ago said that if you are remote from your market, you should be in the
business of electrons and not atoms, because anything that requires
transportation of low value, high bulk is not a business for us.
Fortunately for us the environment and the facilities here will attract,
and do attract, those knowledge-based low-volume, high-value
businesses. 341

4.25

Mr Sudholz held a similar opinion, arguing that Victoria has the potential to become
the “California of Asia”:
You will know how big California’s economy is based out of Silicon Valley
and there is an opportunity for Victoria to do that with a bit of leadership
and vision. Obviously that will cost a lot of money and take a lot of time,
but that type of thing will really drive information businesses like mine
and it will spill into all aspects of the economy and make Victorians move
away from a manufacturing base, which obviously will be politically
difficult to swallow, but that is essentially where it is going. 342

338

Mr Ben Gosling, Owner, Gosling Design, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
Dr Tim Williams, Chief Executive Officer, Committee for Sydney, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 28 October
2013.
340
Deloitte, Digital Disruption: Short fuse, big bang?, Deloitte, Sydney, 2012.
341
Cr Russell Bate, Mayor, Mansfield Shire Council, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
342
Mr Carl Sudholz, Owner, Fast Task Tools, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
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4.26

In its submission to this Inquiry Mansfield Shire Council argues that e-business can
help revitalise high streets in rural towns: ‘Innovative retail businesses are
increasingly playing front of house retail and back of house internet engine room.’ 343

ECONOMIC GROWTH

“If you think about where we are today, this is all about transformation
of business. This is about moving from the way we used to do business
10, 20, 30 years ago to what is available, what tools — in particular
what information and communication technology enablers — are out
there now that could be used to advance and transform business.” Mr
Bruce Winzar, Echuca
4.27

Full participation in the information economy is an increasingly important driver of
economic growth in Australia. The World Bank has estimated GDP growth of 1.2 per
cent for each ten per cent increase in broadband penetration in high-income
economies such as Australia, with each ICT development producing greater
productivity increases than the preceding development. 344 While most economic
gains are found in the finance and insurance sectors, benefits flow through the wider
economy. 345 A study in the UK estimated that the total potential economic benefit of
every person in the UK getting online is more than £22 billion. This figure is reached
through a combination of consumer benefits, education benefits, employment
growth and improved government transaction efficiencies. 346

4.28

E-commerce, which is using ICT to facilitate the buying and selling of goods, services
and knowledge, is a facet of e-business. One study in 2009 estimated the value of ecommerce in Australia to range from $18.6–$24 billion, with real estate, transport
and the food sectors dominating. This compares with the United Kingdom (US$78.2
billion) and the United States (US$129 billion).

4.29

Presently, the largest online consumer groups are those aged 25–44 years and high
income groups, to the extent that in 2009 people earning more than $120,000 per
year purchase goods and services online more than twice as often as those earning
less than $40,000 per year. 347 Over time, this will change, as increasing numbers of
people move online and become familiar with e-commerce.

343

Mansfield Shire Council, Submission, Number 11, 3 July 2013, p 7.
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Benefits of High-speed Broadband for
Australian Households, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
345
ACIL Tasman, Economic Impacts of Broadband Adoption in Victoria: Final report, Multimedia Victoria,
Melbourne, 2004.
346
Price Waterhouse Coopers, Champion for Digital Inclusion: The economic case for digital inclusion, Price
Waterhouse Coopers, Melbourne, 2009.
347
Access Economics, Household E-commerce Activity and Trends in Australia, Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.
344
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Figure 4.1. E-commerce among internet users and household internet access, 2007–2009
100
90
80
70
60
50
40

Total internet use

30

E-commerce users

20
10
0

Source: Access Economics, Household E-commerce Activity and Trends in Australia, Department of Broadband, Communications and the
Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.

4.30

In research undertaken by the ABS in 2013, only 1.8 per cent of domestic Australian
retail turnover was credited to online retail sales. Amounting to only $4.5 billion, 348
this shows how demand has been largely met by non-resident retailers selling into
the Australian market. The implications of this are that there is a large market
underserviced by domestic e-retailers.

4.31

During 2007–08, only 43% of all Australian businesses used the internet to place
orders and less than one quarter of Australian businesses took an online order.
Larger businesses were more likely to place orders, whereas business size had very
little impact on the likelihood of a business receiving orders online. 349

4.32

Growth in e-commerce is dependent on both consumers and businesses being
willing to engage online. The most common reasons for consumers not using online
retailing is satisfaction with their ‘bricks and mortar’ experience and concern about
online security issues like fraud and after-sales service. For businesses the most
common reasons for not engaging in e-commerce is lack of knowledge of its benefits
as well as concern about the cost of implementing and maintaining an online
presence.350

348

8501.0.55.007 – Information Paper: Measurement of Online Retail Trade in Macroeconomic Statistics, 2013.
Access Economics, Household E-commerce Activity and Trends in Australia, Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.
350
Ibid. For an in-depth study on the theories underpinning e-commerce the Committee recommends Wyckoff
A and Colecchia A, The Economic and Social Impact of Electronic Commerce: Preliminary findings and research
agenda, Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, Paris, 1999. Although the report was
written in 1999 and therefore much of the data is outdated, the theories remain relevant today. For policy
areas affected by e-commerce see: ‘E-commerce across Australia’ –
www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/Publications_Archive
/archive/ecomaus; accessed 19 June 2013.
349
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4.33

Regarding technology more broadly Australian businesses compare favourably with
overseas countries in using ICT to increase productivity. Comparisons have been
made between ICT and the way in which the steam engine and electricity in past
centuries drove economic growth, with productivity gains coming from:
•

Improving the efficiency of existing tasks by substituting ICT for other inputs,
especially labour

•

Using ICT to innovate and improve ‘multifactor productivity’ i.e. efficient and
effective use of inputs.351

4.34

Australian firms’ investment in technology grew from around $4 billion in 1996 to
around $17 billion in 2003, but businesses will only increase investment when the
net benefits rise. These benefits do not happen automatically, simply by installing
new software. Skilled staff need to be recruited and / or trained, and old processes
adjusted and new ones implemented. 352

4.35

A 2009 Federal Government report argued that responsibility for participation in the
information economy should be shared between government, industry and the
community with each playing the following roles:

4.36

•

Government: digitally aware and enabling (through building infrastructure such
as the NBN and legislation 353)

•

Industry: digitally confident, innovative and skilled

•

Community: digitally literate and empowered.354

The report discussed barriers preventing full participation in the information
economy. Chief among these for businesses are concerns about online security and
the cost and time of introducing new technologies. It was argued that government
should provide information addressing these concerns and highlighting the benefits
of e-business practices.355 The largest productivity gains occur when businesses use
ICT to transform their existing processes. 356

351

Productivity Commission, ICT Use and Productivity: A synthesis from studies of Australian firms,
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2004.
352
Ibid.
353
The previous Federal Government had begun reviews of legislation covering: employee shared schemes;
crowd-sourced equity funding; electronic transactions; copyright; GST and online transactions. See:
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Advancing Australia as a Digital
Economy: An update to the National Digital Economy Strategy, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013,
Chapter 8. At the time of writing it is not known if the new Federal Government plans to continue these
reviews.
354
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Australia’s Digital Economy: Future
directions, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2009.
355
Ibid.
356
Stayner R and McNeill J, Changing Business Realities? The implications of e-commerce technologies for rural
non-farm businesses, Institute for Rural Futures, University of New England, Armidale, 2003.
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Information and communications
technology skills
KEY MESSAGES

•

There is a need to continually develop ICT skills among rural and regional businesses.

•

The prevalence and benefits of social media are well documented, and for rural and
regional Victoria include amelioration of geographic isolation.
“If we’re not a clever country, we’re in trouble.” Mr Bruce Anson, Port
Fairy

FUTURE DRIVERS

5.1

Digital confidence across the community is needed if Australia’s digital economy is to
continue to grow, 357 in particular as our reliance on the mining sector gradually
diminishes. Cr Rod Macdonald from the City of Greater Geelong spoke about the way
in which innovative uses of technology have historically driven productivity growth.
For example, the introduction of electricity was used in a diverse range of
applications – from manufacturing to travel – to create wealth throughout the
economy. ICT, it was argued, will play a similar role in driving productivity growth in
the future. 358

5.2

A key message the Committee heard throughout this Inquiry is the need to
continually develop ICT skills among rural and regional businesses. As Cr Macdonald
said:

357

Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Australia’s Digital Economy: Future
directions, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2009.
358
Cr Rod McDonald, City of Greater Geelong, Public Hearing, Barwon Heads, 6 November 2013.
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The single premise I would like to put today is that anything that can be
digitised, will be. For anything that we are doing now, if it can be applied
to digital technology, that will become true. To be ready for this, our
communities and businesses need to be educated around those
possibilities. 359
5.3

The Committee agrees that the digital skills of all workers are important, not just
those working in the ICT sector. 360 It has been argued that once the technical
infrastructure needed to support e-business has been provided (through, for
example, the completion of the National Broadband Network), economic growth will
arise from skills that produce new business models and better ways of working and
providing services. This demonstrates a fit between supply and demand-side
economic modernisation. In this area, economists refer to skilled labour as a
‘complementary input’ that has a direct impact on an organisation’s ability to invest
in and benefit from technology. 361 Bowles discusses this in terms of prioritising the
productivity gains and business innovation made possible by technology. 362

5.4

In public hearings during this Inquiry this was spoken of in terms of governments
acting as enablers rather than determining exactly how businesses use
technology. 363 Ms Margaret O’Rourke, a consultant from Bendigo, told the
Committee that demonstrating practical examples of what technology can achieve
leads to the best outcomes:
I think the best thing is if we can get applications out there and get
people to build applications that actually mean something to business.
That is when they actually see it, so it is the use of it. You can always
show people, but when they physically get to use something and see the
difference it makes, that is what actually makes people latch on and
grab onto it. It is not about how big the pipe is and it is not about saying,
‘It is all lovely and you can do this, this and this’. If people can sit down
and talk to them –
The CHAIR – See what it means to their business.
Ms O’ROURKE – See what it means to their business and then apps get
built from that, that is what demonstrates the usage. Straightaway they
get onto it then. 364

359

Ibid.
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Advancing Australia as a Digital
Economy: An update to the National Digital Economy Strategy, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
See this paper for a list of skills training funding provided by the previous Federal Government.
361
Productivity Commission, ICT Use and Productivity: A synthesis from studies of Australian firms,
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2004.
362
Bowles M, ‘The critical role of e-skills in raising NBN adoption and Australia’s competitiveness in the global
digital economy’, Telecommunications Journal of Australia, Volume 68, Number 1, 2013.
363
Mr Alex Green, Committee Member, Great South Coast Group, Public Hearing, Port Fairy, 7 November
2013.
364
Ms Margaret O’Rourke, Director, Margaret O’Rourke Consulting, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15 August 2013.
360
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DIGITAL LITERACY

5.5

ICT skills are also discussed in terms of ‘digital literacy’. It is argued that digital
literacy depends on two factors: access to high-speed broadband; and the skills to
use it properly. Although Australia is addressing the former, the latter is particularly
lacking within many small businesses. Research has shown that only 20 per cent of
small businesses have a formal digital business strategy and that less than 15 per
cent of businesses employing fewer than 20 people have any plans to exploit the
NBN for business growth. 365

5.6

Research carried out in the Ballarat area by the Australian Industry Group found that
fewer than 50 per cent of businesses were confident in their capabilities to take
advantage of high-speed broadband, with lack of confidence felt most strongly
among SMEs. 366

5.7

Innovation and Business Skills Australia has conducted research on e-skills in demand
in SMEs in three of the earliest NBN release sites—Armidale (New South Wales),
Scottsdale (Tasmania) and Brunswick (Victoria) — as well as Willunga in South
Australia. The research from more than 70 businesses found that 18 months after
being connected to the NBN only a small amount of progress had been made in
developing the important e-skills that businesses had identified as being in high
demand prior to the NBN rollout. 367 As such, ‘… enthusiasm about the possibilities
the NBN brings to a business and region is being tempered by the frustration of not
being able to access the skills to harness the capability’. 368

5.8

The University of Tasmania’s Marcus Bowles contributed to this research, producing
five key lessons about e-business skills training:
•

Training for adoption of the NBN has to be less about the technology and more
about what it can do for a defined user

•

Training interventions in a region must be consistent and systematically target
all e-skills levels

•

One size does not fit all and customisation to individual levels of readiness
must be encouraged

•

Learning and assessment has to be based on vocational, business-related
outcomes

365

Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Digital Literacy and E-Skills: Participation in the digital economy,
Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Melbourne, 2013. IBSA is the industry skills council charged with
improving ICT education and training. This paper includes useful comments on Australian Qualification
Foundation levels and how they match with ‘Foundation’, ‘Extension’ and ‘Strategic’ skill levels, as well as
outlining the principles that good skills training programs should adhere to.
366
Ms Kay Macaulay, Regional Manager Ballarat and Wimmera, The Australian Industry Group, Personal
Communication, 10 July 2013.
367
Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Post NBN Impact on Enterprises and E-Skills, Innovation and
Business Skills Australia, Melbourne, 2013.
368
Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Digital Literacy and E-Skills: Participation in the digital economy,
Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Melbourne, 2013, p 29.
Rural and Regional Committee

95

Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

•

Learning strategy and delivery has to create a meaningful, enriching and
relevant learning experience. 369

5.9

The Committee notes Bowles’s concern about the absence of a coordinating body to
effectively harness the disparate training packages linked to the roll out of the NBN.
On a similar track, the Committee quickly reached the conclusion that connectivity
will not result automatically in e-business growth; that is, there should not be the
assumption that the presence of high-speed broadband alone will improve business
practices among regional businesses. Rather, the key to success will be in identifying
which technology will be most of use.

5.10

The Regional Australian Institute’s Executive Director, Ms Sue McCluskey, said that
regional businesses need advice on how best to take advantage of high-speed
broadband:
Through [RAI online resource] InSight, we now have the advantage of
knowing not just where broadband is available but how technologically
ready our regions are. This enables us to identify where we need to
stimulate the development of the commercial sector and drive
innovation. InSight reveals that metropolitan areas well and truly outstrip their regional cousins in terms of ICT support services and regions
closer to the larger centres are next in line. To keep up, rural and remote
communities are going to need the services infrastructure in place to
capitalise on their improving technological readiness. 370

5.11

The Productivity Commission argues that delays in the uptake of ICT and associated
skills may simply be ‘lag’ in the overall process of technology adoption, and that
governments should not intervene to create artificial stimulation as it may not be
effective and may distort the market. 371 Instead, government leading the way by
identifying and outlining required skills – such as selling products and services online;
commercialising digital technologies; 372 and basic numeracy and literacy skills – will
‘… send a demand signal to industries to start filling the structural gaps through
innovative new products and services’. 373

5.12

One challenge SMEs find when developing their technology base is the responsibility
to manage data flows and data allowances. For staff who have been employed at an
organisation with an Information Technology department, this responsibility may be
challenging.374

369

Bowles M, ‘The critical role of e-skills in raising NBN adoption and Australia’s competitiveness in the global
digital economy’, Telecommunications Journal of Australia, Volume 68, Number 1, 2013. Bowles speaks about
the need to: ‘Shift the marketing that targets businesses in newly connected NBN sites from an emphasis on
speed to an emphasis on utility.’
370
‘Helping regional businesses embrace the digital economy’ – www.regionalaustralia.org.au/archiveblog/blog-beyond-jumping-online/; accessed 12 June 2013.
371
Productivity Commission, ICT Use and Productivity: A synthesis from studies of Australian firms,
Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2004.
372
The Committee notes that NICTA’s PhD program trains students to commercialise their research.
373
‘Both sides miss the point as NBN debate lacks future focus’, Financial Review, 27 August 2013.
374
Mr Jock Serong, Editor, Great Ocean Journal, Public Hearing, Port Fairy, 7 November 2013.
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5.13

In considering the issue of e-business skills the Committee turned regularly to the
work of a former adviser to the UK Government, Dr Tim Williams. In Connecting
Communities: The impact of broadband on communities in the UK and its
implications for Australia, Dr Williams makes the point that any discussion on the
technical issues underpinning e-business discussion needs to include both ‘access’
and ‘use’ i.e. it is important to have good ICT infrastructure and that people know
how to make the most of it. He says:
It’s the take-up and use of technology which matters … We learn from
the UK that the full benefits of digitisation – for community
empowerment and public service cost-savings and efficiency – come
from universal access and acquisition of relevant skills. 375

5.14

Alzougool and Kurnia discuss the adoption of e-business practices in terms of:
•

Organisational capacity: perception of technology; resources; governance

•

Industrial preparedness: industry standards; trading partners’ readiness; level
of trust

•

National readiness: government support; supporting services.

5.15

According to Alzougool and Kurnia, most research focuses on organisational
readiness, and they also argue that environmental pressure (i.e. customers,
suppliers, markets etc.) is an equally important factor. 376

5.16

Evidence received by the Committee argued that the public and private sectors share
responsibility for developing ICT and e-business skills among organisations in rural
and regional Victoria.377 In Ballarat, Mr George Fong, a member of the Internet
Society of Australia, provided information on how private sector groups are taking
on this responsibility in terms of understanding technology and improving business
practices:
The other side of things is that the leadership should be taken by the
business organisations and, if you like, the stakeholder organisations
that need to go back to their people and say, ‘This is what needs to be
changed’… as the Internet Society of Australia we held a round table in
Ballarat, and we did not invite the businesses or the organisations. We
took in people from VECCI, and we took in people from the AIG and the
health organisations. We sat them around the table, and they said to us
in the first half of that round table, ‘What is it we need to do to prepare
for the NBN? We do not understand the technologies’. We spent the first

375

Williams T, Connecting Communities: The impact of broadband on communities in the UK and its
implications for Australia, Huawei, Sydney, 2011, p 57.
376
Alzougool A and Kurnia S, ‘Electronic commerce technologies adoption by SMEs: a conceptual study’,
Australasian Conference on Information Systems, Vol 19, 2008. This paper also contains an interesting
examination of: Roger’s Innovation Diffusion Model; Technology Acceptance Model; Theory of Planned
Behaviour; Perceived eReadiness Model; Technological, Organisational and Environmental Framework.
377
Mr John Vines, Chair, Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September
2013; Ms Emma Dawson, Executive Director, Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
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half of that period talking about the basics of technology, and we
brought in some of Australia’s finest minds in terms of developing the
architecture.
The second half of that had nothing to do with the technology; it had all
to do with the business strategy behind what we do to make sure that
our businesses – our stakeholders – are getting up to speed. There is a
competitive aspect in terms of what we do in regional Victoria that I
think is already being addressed by the businesses there. They have been
at this for a very long time; they have known about the internet and used
the internet for a very long time. The issue is how we get them to the
next stage. There are federal initiatives that are already out there to
explain what the technology will do. I think engagement with business
and stakeholder organisations is key to making sure that that occurs. 378
5.17

In Horsham, Mr Chris Foster of Green Taylor Partners was an example of how a
business can exploit networks to grow. He said:
We have always made sure we are part of a network. We are members
of a worldwide accounting network and again, with technology through
social networks and all those sorts of things there is no reason why you
cannot keep up with anything anywhere, as long as you actually make
the time to look at it … There is that much information out there through
not only networks that are specific to your industry but also other
networks about other industries. You can always see opportunities that
you can bring from other industries into your own industry. 379

SOCIAL MEDIA

5.18

The prevalence and benefits of social media for business are well documented.
Witnesses in this Inquiry confirmed that a presence on social media is now a nonnegotiable component of most e-business. Ms Liz Boughton, a consultant who led
the community education sessions as part of the Gippsland Broadband Engagement
Plan, labelled social media tools such as Twitter and LinkedIn as ‘business
fundamentals’ that help drive customers to a company’s website.380

378

Mr George Fong, Executive Director, Lateral Plains, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
Mr Chris Foster, Director, Green Taylor Partners, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
380
Ms Liz Boughton, Director, Liz Welsh and Associates, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
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Table 5.1. Social media users global and Australia
Network
Global
Facebook
1.06 billion
YouTube
800 million
LinkedIn
200 million
Twitter
200 million
Instagram
100 million
Pinterest
48.7 million
Google+
500 million (300 million active)

Australia
11.6 million
11 million
2.4 million
2.2 million
1.1 million
630,000
340,000

Source: ‘How social media savvy is regional Queensland?’ – www.thecreativecollective.com.au/blog/how-social-media-savvy-is-regionalqueensland. Figures accurate as at April 2013.

5.19

Mr Stuart Benjamin, Chairperson, Grampians Regional Development Australia
Committee gave an example of the immediate reach offered by social media, a
recent development he described as being a ‘massive paradigm shift’ for businesses:
I have just hired a young fellow – 18-year-old – on a traineeship. He has
1,600 Facebook friends ... I cannot even comprehend that. I cannot even
get my head around that, but if I said to him right now, ‘I need you to get
a message out into your community’, he can do it, and he can hit 1,600
people who then hit – we can probably get 100,000 people within half an
hour …
People can actually operate in smaller hubs in smaller businesses but still
get this massive community and social interaction that they would have
only been able to get previously by going and working for BHP and
sitting on a floor at 500 Bourke Street that had 50 people in it. They now
get that experience virtually and we have to have a shift in our own
heads to do that. 381

5.20

Mr Benjamin added that studies have found that employees with access to Facebook
are more productive than those who have the sites blocked by their employers. This
is because they use Facebook for the sort of rapid social interaction that would
traditionally take much longer over, for example, making a coffee or going outside
for a cigarette.382

5.21

The charming Rusty Windmill Café and Pantry is a good example of how social media
can assist in business promotion. Located in Leongatha, the café serves coffee and
‘home style country food’ seven days a week. Owner Ms Shareena Boyd is a strong
user of social media, in particular Facebook. The Rusty Windmill Facebook page is
updated regularly on a variety of subjects, ranging from new additions to the menu
and the company’s new van, through to updates on the café’s interior design. Each
post is also accompanied by a photograph – usually a close up of a freshly baked
cake.

381
382

Mr Stuart Benjamin, Chair, RDA Grampians, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
Ibid.
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5.22

Ms Boyd uses the Facebook page to engage in conversations with customers. For
example, she recently posted: ‘Anyone hiding a tamarillo tree in their yard? Should
be fruiting about now...would happily trade fruit for coffee and lunch.’ This received
several replies from customers and followers of the Facebook page, and a delivery of
tamarillos to the door within hours.383

5.23

The Committee heard of similar examples. The Hideout Café in Wodonga, for
example, engages with young people through social media. 384 On Phillip Island, Mr
Chris Dallinger explained how his Island Healing business uses Facebook:
I have about 650 followers on there and that is just brilliant. They are all
regular clients who like what we do. They have been to us before. If we
put a special on, because we need to bump up a Saturday – bang – we
just plug it into Facebook. That goes out to 650 people and we get
uptake from that. It is just amazing how it works. Then someone comes
in, has a great treatment, puts it on Facebook and the next thing the
phone is ringing for the practitioner. 385

5.24

Also on Phillip Island, Ms Lois Gaskin of Turn the Page book shop was another
business owner using Facebook to connect with customers:
People will come into the shop and comment that they saw something
on Facebook, so there is activity out there, yes. I have found that if you
put something on on a regular basis, a few times a week, you go to it,
you post something and you will get an immediate spike in activity.
People are more aware. There are some people there who I know are on
the island and they are responding to those things. They are seeing us on
a more regular basis. They are more aware of us and we are more aware
of them. 386

5.25

Ms Gaskin added that she was aware of other business owners who avoid social
media either because they lack the knowledge of how best to exploit it or they are
fearful of negative publicity.

CLOUD COMPUTING

‘Businesses need to redefine their IT system architectures based on big
data and cloud computing because traditional client-server architectures
can no longer support the exponential growth of data. The growth of
data and the wisdom this data contains is revolutionising the way
business operates and supports customers.’ Ken Hu, Huawei
5.26

Cloud computing is a generic term covering a number of different applications. For
the sake of this Inquiry, the Committee took the term to mean programs that access
computers based in a remote location i.e. not on an organisation’s premises. The

383

The Rusty Windmill Café, Site Visit, Leongatha, 10 September 2013.
Ms Kate Bullock, Owner, Hideout Café, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23 October 2013.
385
Mr Chris Dallinger, Owner, Island Healing, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10 September 2013.
386
Ms Lois Gaskin, Owner, Turn the Page, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10 September 2013.
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technical term for this is a client–server model of computing. Deloitte states that
cloud computing is ‘… joined at the hip to digital business’. 387 The main advantages
of cloud computing are the ability to access business systems over the internet
regardless of location or the device used, capacity to remotely back-up important
information, and lower cost of ICTs though leasing technology as a service rather
than as an acquisition.388
5.27

A number of witnesses spoke to the Committee about the way in which cloud
computing facilitates e-business through making business practices more efficient.389
The Committee also heard that there is a growing interest in the concept, as
explained by Mr Nigel Burrows from ICT company Viatek:
The key questions we get asked a lot are: ‘What is this cloud offering we
hear about? Where has it come from? What does it mean? How do we
use it? How do we actually engage with it? What is the cost?’. Typically
we have found that after we have gone down the path of saying these
are the services, they will say, ‘It sounds very good. Yes, I can understand
the benefits of having it. It is managed centrally. It is managed in the
city’.390

5.28

In Ballarat, Mr George Fong gave an example of cloud computing services:
We know, for instance, of medical practice management companies that
we work with that are based here but that also work significantly in
Melbourne. We provide connectivity to medical specialists in Melbourne
and they cloud their systems here. We provide the patch management
systems virtually from a data centre across the road. 391

5.29

Mr Ian Fry, Executive Officer, Ballarat ICT explained the savings that businesses can
make by using cloud computing:
There are many benefits, especially for things like capital expenditure. If
you have NBN and broadband, you do not have to spend a lot on capital
expenditure. You can have services et cetera in the cloud, which means a
monthly fee. It means you do not have to back up; someone else does it.
You do not have a $20,000 outlay; you have a monthly outlay. That is
one big improvement. A whole lot of manufacturers, small businesses
and large businesses are doing that. 392

387

Deloitte, Digital Disruption: Short fuse, big bang?, Deloitte, Sydney, 2012, p 22.
Deloitte Access Economics, Mobile Nation: The economic and social impacts of mobile technology,
Australian Mobile Telecommunications Association, Canberra, 2013.
389
Mr Craig Allan, Director, Marketing and eBusiness, Visionary Group, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013;
Ms Jennifer Cromarty, Director, Socom, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013; Ms Lois Gaskin, Owner, Turn the
Page, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10 September 2013.
390
Mr Nigel Burrows, Sales Manager, Viatek, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
391
Mr George Fong, Executive Director, Lateral Plains, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
392
Mr Ian Fry, Executive Officer, Ballarat ICT Limited, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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5.30

In Wodonga, Mr Guy Rowson from Tier One Consulting told the Committee that his
company takes advantage of cloud computing to save money that would otherwise
be spent on purchasing and maintaining a large amount of equipment.393

5.31

Cloud computing is also spoken of in terms of ‘data as a service’, which reduces ICT
costs for an organisation, as well as making it easier for the data to be accessed from
any geographical location. Mr Tim Tamlin, Chief Executive Officer, South Gippsland
Shire Council spoke about how the Council is reducing its ICT costs:
The first step we need to look at doing is why we are in the business of
buying all these servers, which might cost $300,000 to set up, to run a
software system for finance and community services or something. Why
do we not just lease the data off a supplier? So we use data as a service;
all our data, instead of sitting in our technology, sits in a data warehouse
in Melbourne, for example, that then gets backed up and is secure data.
Data as a service is the first step where we are headed. 394

5.32

‘Software as a service’ is a similar concept, whereby packages such as Windows,
Excel and Word are accessed online instead of being located on an organisation’s
hard drive. Mr Tamlin argued that increased use of data and software as a service
can help local councils in rural and regional Victoria save money by encouraging a
shared services model:
As people start to embrace that across the different local government
areas, you will start using the same operating systems. At the moment
everyone uses slightly different operating systems and processes.
Therefore, moving to a full shared services model where, for example,
Bass Coast and South Gippsland are using the same finance system …
cuts down your administration overheads, which then leads the way to
getting more efficiencies for local government. 395

5.33

In its submission to this Inquiry, the Shire of Campaspe added that this technology
will reduce the spatial disadvantage faced by remote areas. 396

5.34

In 2012, the previous Federal Government announced a National Cloud Computing
Strategy with the aims of:
•

Maximising the value of cloud services in government

•

Promoting cloud computing to small businesses, not-for-profits and consumers

•

Supporting a vibrant cloud computing sector. 397

393

Mr Guy Rowson, Director and Senior Consultant, Tier One Consulting, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23 October
2013.
394
Mr Tim Tamlin, Chief Executive Officer, South Gippsland Shire Council, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10
September 2013.
395
Ibid.
396
Shire of Campaspe, Submission, Number 20, 30 August 2013.
397
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Advancing Australia as a Digital
Economy: An update to the National Digital Economy Strategy, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
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5.35

As part of the National Cloud Computing Strategy the former Federal Department of
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR – now the Department of
Education and the Department of Employment) placed its outwards-facing websites
on the cloud. DEEWR had also planned a pilot trial of cloud services, including
application development environments (development and test), selected
infrastructure environments, archiving for long-term storage of data not frequently
accessed and virtual PC hosting for selected groups of developers. The pilot, which
was due for completion in September 2013, looked into whether the services offered
by cloud providers can:
•

Generate cost savings

•

Offer the same or increased service capability and flexibility

•

Not compromise security or other requirements.398

398

Ibid. Due to the changes brought about by the recent federal election at the time of writing the outcomes
of this trial were not known.
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6

Small to Medium Enterprises
(SMEs)
KEY MESSAGES

•

The accessibility and affordability of the internet makes e-business a simple and realistic
possibility for SMEs.

•

The most successful economies of the future will be those that best embrace creative
thinking more broadly; for example, creative problem solving or creating new goods and
services.

•

There are small but thriving creative sectors in rural and regional Victoria attracted to
these areas by a diverse range of factors.

•

E-business lowers barriers of entry for SMEs and facilitates increased efficiency and
improved competitive positions in the marketplace. Despite this SMEs in rural and
regional Victoria have been slow to adopt e-business and telecommuting practices.

•

The slow take-up of e-business solutions by SMEs has been ascribed to the fact that
adoption has often been approached from an ICT point of view rather than from a
business / socio-economic perspective.

•

It is of major importance to Victoria’s economy that all regions develop digital strategies.
“People thought I was a picture framer driving around, because of
‘Border IT’. They call me ‘Border it’. Go figure.” Mr Steve Stanton,
Wodonga
“One of the key areas of feedback we get from small businesses is that
sometimes they feel a bit left out of the conversation because they are so
flat out running their own business they do not have time to take time
away and go and do a course or go and visit an information session.
Somehow we have to reach that demographic of business operators so
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that they can understand how that sort of technology can directly
benefit their sales and their business.” Ms Mary Aldred, Traralgon
THE IMPORTANCE OF SMEs

6.1

Small to Medium Enterprises are a vital part of the world economy. There were
2,132,412 actively trading businesses in Australia as at June 2011. Of these, around
96 per cent were small businesses (2,045,335), 3.8 per cent were medium-sized
businesses and less than one per cent large businesses. Victoria was home to
522,896 small businesses, just over one-quarter of the nation’s total.399 As at 2010,
in the United States SMEs accounted for 99.7 per cent of the employer firms and
generated more than 50 per cent of the GDP, while there were more than 1.4 million
SMEs in Canada. 400

6.2

As at June 2012, a total of 529,690 actively trading Victorian small businesses
accounted for:

6.3

•

96 per cent of all businesses in the State

•

1.2 million jobs, which is almost half (47 per cent) of our private sector
employment

•

30 per cent of our State’s sales and output

•

28 per cent of businesses in regional Victoria. 401

The accessibility and affordability of the internet makes e-business a simple and
realistic possibility for SMEs. 402 The benefits of e-business to SMEs include not being
constrained by opening hours as online orders can be taken 24 hours a day. 403 Niche
markets can also develop as the importance of the distance between buyer and
seller is greatly reduced,404 in particular through the use of search engines and
targeted online advertising. 405 Other benefits include:
•

Improved communications

399

Department of Industry, Innovation, Science, Research and Tertiary Education, Australian Small Business:
Key statistics and analysis, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2012.
400
Jagoda K, ‘The use of electronic commerce by SMEs’, Entrepreneurial Practice Review, Vol 1, Issue 3, 2010.
401
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 23, 8 November 2013.
402
‘E-commerce across Australia’ –
www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/Publications_Archive
/archive/ecomaus; accessed 19 June 2013.
403
Access Economics, Household E-commerce Activity and Trends in Australia, Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.
404
Wyckoff A and Colecchia A, The Economic and Social Impact of Electronic Commerce: Preliminary findings
and research agenda, Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, Paris, 1999. However, this
report adds that ‘… it is also possible that conditions of access to networks and connectivity, technical
standards, institutional arrangements and the market power of well-known brands could pose barriers to
entry that might impede SME involvement. This means that both governments and the business community
must remain attentive to developments in the electronic marketplace in order to prevent or remove barriers
to full SME participation.’
405
Deloitte, Digital Disruption: Short fuse, big bang?, Deloitte, Sydney, 2012.
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•

Better data management

•

Lower marketing costs through being online

•

Lower human resources costs through being online

•

Reduced occupancy costs

•

Cloud technologies to reduce ICT costs

•

Improved capital productivity. 406

6.4

Stayner and McNeill argue that rural businesses are traditionally early adopters of
technologies that reduce the impact of distance, making them receptive to the role
of ICT in the change process: ‘The rural business sector is therefore not properly
seen as static or resistant to change. Instead, rural business people are familiar with
change and receptive to the potential role of information and telecommunications
technologies in helping them adapt to it.’ 407

6.5

With e-commerce specifically, those businesses that do adopt e-commerce practices
share some common characteristics:

6.6

•

Introducing e-commerce grows their current business strategy

•

The businesses were ready to change anyway

•

Personal qualities of management are similar. 408

The 2013 Sensis E-business Report found:
•

The level of computer ownership in SMEs rose slightly to 98 per cent, near
saturation. The biggest growth area in technology ownership was for tablets
with more than 40 per cent of SMEs reporting owning a tablet

•

Connectivity to the internet among small businesses increased from 92 per
cent in 2012 to 96 per cent in 2013, with the strongest growth in internet
connection for wireless

•

Overall, 26 per cent of SMEs intend to get a faster connection within the next
year, up six percentage points on 2012 data

•

The main use of the internet is for email (97 per cent), followed by internet
banking and searching for information

•

The applications that were considered essential by the majority of SMEs were
paying and receiving payment for products and services, and looking for
suppliers

•

A total of 66 per cent of SMEs have a website, up from 62 per cent in 2012

406
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•

Almost three-quarters of SMEs with websites reported that having a website
had improved the effectiveness of their business

•

Just over one-third of SMEs with an internet connection use social media, most
commonly Facebook

•

Almost half of the SMEs that use social media reported that it had a positive
impact on their business

•

Despite increasing numbers of SMEs using social media, only 35 per cent of
SMEs allow their staff to access social media in the workplace

•

39 per cent of SMEs used online procurement (up five percentage points)

•

59 per cent of SMEs reported they mainly sold to customers in the same city or
town, but 22 per cent who sell online indicate they have made sales to
international customers

•

While 96 per cent of SMEs reported that they were online, only 19 per cent
have a digital business strategy. 409

CREATIVE THINKING

6.7

6.8

Creative industries are part of a services economy. The creative sector, which is
dominated by SMEs, includes:
•

Music and performing arts

•

Film, television and radio

•

Advertising and marketing

•

Software development and interactive content

•

Writing, publishing and print media

•

Architecture, design and visual arts.410

In 2011, the previous Federal Government produced a creative industries discussion
paper, Creative Industries: A strategy for 21st Century Australia. The paper revealed
that creative industries in Australia contributed:
•

$31.1 billion industry gross product in 2008–2009

•

An average growth rate of 3.9 per cent in real terms, faster than the wider
economy in the decade to 2008–2009

•

Employment of 438,000 people, which based on the 2006 census equals 4.8
per cent of total employment.411

409
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410
st
Crean S, Creative Industries: A strategy for 21 Century Australia, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra,
2013.
411
Ibid.

108

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter 6: Small to Medium Enterprises (SMEs)

6.9

In Victoria, the Gross Value Added 412 of creative industries is estimated at around
$640 million with jobs in the creative sector representing 8.8 per cent of jobs in our
State. The five rural locations housing the highest proportions of creative industries
as at June 2011 were: Macedon (21.2 per cent); Castlemaine (19.4 per cent);
Queenscliff (18.1 per cent); Torquay (17.6 per cent); and Gisborne (15.7 per cent).
With regional Victoria’s economy evolving in the way discussed above the creative
sector represents a ‘… long-term opportunity to generate new and sustainable
employment for rural communities’. 413

6.10

It is widely acknowledged that Victoria’s reputation for creativity resonates strongly
around the world. People moving to Melbourne and rural and regional Victoria from
across Australia and overseas has long been an identified demographic trend. The
Committee believes that the creative sector in Victoria has considerable potential for
growth using e-business practices.

6.11

The Committee spoke with Mr John Calabro, Director of Traralgon design company
The View from Here. Mr Calabro was raised in the Latrobe Valley before moving to
Melbourne to work in design. He moved back to the Latrobe Valley to take
advantage of its lifestyle advantages and to raise his young family. Although he
initially missed the ‘buzz’ of Melbourne’s creative sector he soon settled into
Traralgon life and is able to use his skills and creativity to make a good living in
regional Victoria:
I do not feel ostracised here at all; I feel respected. I am here running a
creative business in an industry which is not particularly well known
down here, but I feel respected. I feel that people seek out my opinion.
We certainly have enough work to keep us going and I think there is
room in this local economy for more creative industries. I do not think
any of that has been a hindrance. This has been one challenge to
overcome, but I think it really poses opportunities for the future for
sure. 414

6.12

A similar story was heard from Natimuk-based animator Mr David Jones of
Transcience Animation. Mr Jones also grew up in regional Victoria, worked in
Melbourne, then reappraised his life and returned to regional Victoria attracted by
the lifestyle, in his case rock climbing:
It really was in the late 1990s, when the internet started to happen and
then with programs like Flash you could create animation for the
internet and I started doing some work like that, that I had an epiphany.
I was actually off in Switzerland. I had taken a laptop with me, and I was
finishing off some work for a client and I just thought, ‘Hang on, if I can
be in a shack in the mountains in Switzerland for this, I can be anywhere.
I don’t actually need to go back’.
Mr HOWARD — So why did you?
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Mr JONES — Well, I left Switzerland, but there are nice spots in Australia
too. I guess the primary reason I chose to be out here was the rock
climbing. I was doing that most of the time. In fact I think at that point
the animation was a means to accrue cash to keep myself fed while I
went climbing.
Mr HOWARD — My next question was ‘Why Natimuk?’, so the answer is
‘Mt Arapiles’?
Mr JONES — Yes, Mt Arapiles; it is ten kilometres away from arguably
the best climbing in the country. It is only a little town; there are about
500 people there. I did that. I stopped going and doing the gigs in
Melbourne. It suited me quite well at that point. You would get three
months of work and you would do that and you would be all cashed up
and you would go off until you ran out of money. I thought, ‘I don’t need
to do that cycle; I can just base myself in Natimuk with a phone line’. I
had a 56 kilobit modem. Stylistically what I was doing was I sort of
adopted a very minimal style at the time because it was all instructions
that could be fed down the phone line and I could work for a few of my
clients in Melbourne. I knew at the time I was coming out here that there
would be no work for me in Natimuk or probably even in Horsham. I
came out with some clients from Melbourne, but I just put my feelers
out, I suppose. 415
6.13

The Committee learnt that there is a small but thriving creative sector in Natimuk
attracted by the region’s world-class rock climbing attractions. Transcience
Animation, for example, was responsible for Federation Square’s Christmas design
from 2006–2009 and continues to receive accolades for its work across Europe and
Asia. Indeed, Mr Jones suggested that with a small amount of funding Natimuk could
act as an arts incubator for western Victoria:
There is going to be a limited number of people who are prepared to
move to a small country town of 500 people because they want
intermittent animation work and by its very nature you kind of get this
intensive burst if there is a project and it is all go for three months and
then there might not be something for a little while. I spend those times
developing the next step, which is fine for me. I can support myself. I
suppose, too, it would be good if there were some kind of incubating
thing set up that could tide people over, if there were that more
permanent infrastructure in place. 416

6.14

415
416

On Phillip Island, Mr Michael Green spoke to the Committee about the modern film
and television industry. Mr Green, whose Drift Media company makes
predominantly television shows for the outdoor lifestyle sector (sailing, surfing,
diving etc.), said that digital technology means film and television is reverting from
big studios back to its cottage industry roots. He said:

Mr David Jones, Director, Transcience Animation, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
Ibid.
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… it is going back to being small operators working out of back rooms
and out of smaller locations to still be able to deliver the product. Part of
that has been that the technology has converged, so what I have in here
is a full high-definition camera that can shoot, distribute and broadcast,
whereas had you have come to me five years ago and said, ‘Can you
make me a program?’, I would have had to back a truck up with lots of
gear and said, ‘Open your chequebook and away you go’. 417
6.15

Mr Green added that he too has moved to regional Victoria for lifestyle reasons – in
his case from premises in South Melbourne and Docklands to his home in Inverloch
to take advantage of the windsurfing in the area – all made possible by technology:
… the nature of our business interactions has changed. You would
probably be aware of the media process – that is, that normally there
would be a lot of toing and froing, so if you wanted a program done,
there would be the initial meetings, the shooting, then you would come
in on the edit and then we would go into a final. The only time now I deal
with clients is on that actual shoot component and the rest is done via
Skype conferencing. The actual connection is different and in a lot of
ways it works more effectively, too, because to draw someone out of
their normal working day and have them come down to an edit suite and
sit around, that is actually time demanding, whereas we can just sit in
Skype and I can be in the edit suite making the changes on the fly, as you
are seeing them. So I do a lot of work in that e-conferencing type of
environment as well. 418

6.16

The Committee was interested to hear about Rural Council Victoria’s program
‘Intelligent Communities Supporting Creative Industries: develop ways for rural
councils to benefit from population and business attraction through harnessing ICT
solutions’. The program is being facilitated by Ms Jennifer Cromarty of Socom Pty
Ltd. Ms Cromarty spoke with the Committee in Ballarat about the ‘jobs deficit’ in the
creative sector in rural Victoria, which refers to the number of people commuting to
their jobs in creative industries, making the point that rural areas would benefit if
these workers could spend more time in their local communities:
How can we support those people, whether they have their own
business, are self-employed, have other employees or are actually
employed by someone else? How can we encourage them to work even a
day a week or a day a month in their rural area because there are
obviously flow-on benefits to that community, which you have heard
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today about? They might have lunch in the local café. They might
support the local retail offering. There are other flow-on effects there. 419
6.17

The creative sector is a good example of the flexible workforce that characterises ebusiness. For example, both Mr Green and Mr Jones told the Committee that they
may work on a project by themselves or if the contract is large enough hire
anywhere up to 25 people for a very short time to produce very specific outcomes. It
is also important to note that creativity should be considered beyond just the
creative arts. The most successful economies of the future will be those that best
embrace creative thinking more broadly; for example, creative problem solving or
creating new goods and services.

ENCOURAGING TRAINING

6.18

A key message from this Inquiry is that SMEs in rural and regional Victoria have been
slow to adopt e-business and telecommuting practices. 420 RDA Gippsland stated that
‘… there is a relatively low level of utilisation of the current broadband network by
regional businesses’.421 This may be the case across Australia and indeed the world,
despite e-business lowering barriers of entry for SMEs 422 and facilitating increased
efficiency and improved competitive positions in the marketplace. 423 Dr Tim Williams
referred to these as ‘multiples of economic benefits’. 424

6.19

For example, the Australian Bureau of Statistics recently reported that 80 per cent of
Australian businesses with internet access use it for financial activities such as online
banking, invoicing and payments, but not all of these businesses have their own web
presence. Further, nearly two-thirds of these businesses did not even see the need
for a website and around 25 per cent lack the technical expertise to create their own
site. 425

6.20

A Canadian study on e-commerce and SMEs ascribed the slow take-up in that
country to the fact that adoption was often approached from an ICT point of view
rather than from a business / socio-economic perspective. 426 An OECD study on ICT
take up and adoption of e-business practices across Europe produced similar findings
about the culture of SMEs and their ICT skill levels. 427

419
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6.21

Mr Matthew Taylor told the Committee that as much as 30 per cent of businesses in
Wodonga, spread across a range of sectors, have no plan to participate in the digital
economy. The Committee notes the efforts of the councils in Albury and Wodonga to
reach this large number of businesses and convince them of the many advantages of
the digital economy through their Digital Economy Strategy. 428 The Committee
believes these efforts to support local business in the transition to the digital
economy should be replicated across rural and regional Victoria. In its submission to
this Inquiry, RDA Barwon South West argues that it is the responsibility of leadership
in local areas to ensure that businesses take up the fast broadband opportunities
when they arise. 429 The example provided is ICT Geelong’s Digital Economy Plan,
which engages local businesses.

6.22

A great deal of other research seeks to explain this reluctance on the part of SMEs to
adopt e-business practices, but no definitive answer exists. 430 Of course, the sheer
size and diversity of SMEs also makes generalising particularly problematic. 431
Alzougool and Kurnia list a number of reasons for this slow adoption:

6.23

•

Shortage of technologies tailored to SMEs’ needs and financial abilities

•

Technological illiteracy

•

Lack of good communication and legal infrastructures

•

Shortage of in-house skills and expertise

•

Dominance of short-term thinking. 432

Some other reasons uncovered by the Committee during this Inquiry include:
•

SMEs not having the same level of time and, more importantly, resources to
dedicate to training and learning opportunities as large businesses433

•

A lack of understanding of the potential benefits of e-business and remote
working, 434 especially among the older generation of business owners435
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6.24

•

A lack of technological skills needed to fully exploit the potential of technology
such as the NBN 436 or deferring activity based on the NBN rollout as a way of
avoiding committing to digital training 437

•

SMEs naturally being more risk averse as they have a smaller capacity to
absorb and mitigate the risks associated with innovation.438

The final point above – relating to risk aversion – ties in with Alzougool and Kurnia’s
comment on the dominance on short-term thinking, in that the unprecedented
speed of technological change in today’s business environment has created what
Baw Baw Shire Council’s Mr Stephen Pykett referred to as a ‘fear factor’:
We are riding the wave where early adopters are continually changing
onto new platforms. We have gone from the laptop to the tablet to the
smartphone in a relatively short period of time. From a business
perspective, would you perceive that there is a danger in adopting a
technology now that is going to be outdated or should you maybe sit
back and wait a little bit of time until the speed of technology changes?
Is there an imperative on a business to make that change now as
opposed to sitting back and letting the early adopters take the fall and
learn from their mistakes and as that comes to fruition, the technology
changes and we move forward again. Unfortunately, it is leaving a lot of
people behind. 439

6.25

A similar point about the need to stay up to date with changes in technology was
made by Mr Jones. He said: “All the technology that was there when I was learning
animation has gone away or has changed. Everything is shifting so fast in that world.
It is really the ability to learn and solve problems that I think keeps you able to
compete.” 440

6.26

It is common for SMEs to simply be comfortable with their position, especially in
rural areas where the security of strong and long-term customer relationships acts as
a clear contrast to the competitive pressure faced by city-based businesses operating
in more crowded marketplaces. 441 This results in an inability to see the need to
change unless the benefits – or threats from not changing – are made clear.

6.27

Mr Mathew Poppins argued that many rural businesses are being hampered by an
inability to understand the need for change:
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One of the quite common themes coming through is about growing your
business both physically and electronically. I have seen plenty of small
groups and workshops being run on that sort of stuff. But getting out to
people to explain how to better use the systems we have is quite a
challenge ... ‘I have been doing my business that way for 22 years. I have
never needed it before, so why do I need it now?’. That is not a good
attitude, because certainly there must be something I can embrace that
would assist me somehow — even a small amount. 442
6.28

Mr Stephen Pykett argues that the problem lies not with lack of access to technology
or information provided through training sessions, but “… some other blockage
within business and within individuals that is stopping them …”.443

6.29

It has been argued that although technology theoretically allows SMEs access to
wider markets and more customers than was possible before, a barrier may exist in
the form of the market power, technical standards and access to networks
possessed by big businesses. If so: ‘This means that both governments and the
business community must remain attentive to developments in the electronic
marketplace in order to prevent or remove barriers to full SME participation.’ 444

6.30

In Wodonga, Mr Guy Rowson said: “I think it fundamentally comes back to
education — education as to how to and education as to why to.” 445

6.31

Speaking in her role as President of the Phillip Island Tourism and Business
Association, Ms Lois Gaskin explained the difficulty of reaching the sorts of small
businesses that do not keep up with modern technology developments:
All the members are actually on the website, so they are all connected in
some way, but we do have members who do not have email addresses,
which is quite extraordinary in this day and age when you are running a
business – not even having an email address. How do you move these
people? … You can only offer people something, and it is for them as to
whether they take it up. It is about how to get people there, how to give
them the information and how to make it easier for them to move into
that space. I am not quite sure how; we try very hard. 446

6.32

Mr Michael Watson from Adventure Victoria and Watson’s Mountain Country Trail
Rides provided an example of a small business owner who is both time poor and
lacking the necessary resources, especially when contrasted with larger businesses,
to engage with all the training opportunities he would like:
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Mr HOWARD – Obviously your business has developed a lot since you
have been managing it. You have obviously had to learn a lot about the
opportunities for using e-business and, as you say, social media. How
have you gained those skills?
Mr WATSON – Largely trial and error, to be honest. Again, small
businesses are tight on resources. I use the Dreamweaver program 447
and make a change. If it does not look any good, I press backspace,
backspace, backspace. It is as simple as that. You have to self-learn.
Mr HOWARD – So you have not managed to gain any training through
any workshops?
Mr WATSON – Not through lack of opportunity to do it, but we are very
time poor. We run a seven-day-a-week business, and a lot of the creative
work is done by me in the wee hours of the morning. That sort of tends
to be where we do it … I understand that we have the various products
and applications, but e-commerce is really a very fast-moving market;
what is popular today is not necessarily going to be popular tomorrow. I
suppose the main thing I notice in using those channels is that they are
dealing with businesses that might be larger and have better access and
response times. All of those associated expectations are hard for
someone in our environment to keep up with. They probably like the
quaint part of what we do, but there is also an expectation that we live
in this 24/7 online environment and they can just go bang, bang,
bang. 448
6.33

In Horsham, Mr Chris Foster suggested that this slow pace of development may be a
general characteristic of SMEs and not just unique to e-business:
I find that the majority of people in small business are really complacent.
They will go to work each day and do their work, but they are really not
working on their businesses and not working on the things they should
be doing until they are forced to, and sometimes it is too late. I do not
know how you get around the problem … It is a real challenge and
nothing has changed probably in the 34 years I have been doing this.
Nothing has really changed except that the speed of change is
happening a lot quicker. The really successful businesses – they are the
ones that are doing it. The other ones are just plodding along, happy to
make a living, if that. That is a bit harsh, but it is true. 449

6.34

Jagoda states:
The strategic decision to adopt e-commerce requires an organisation to
re‐examine their business operations as well as their business
relationships with customers and suppliers. However, the decision to
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embrace e‐commerce may soon be a matter of survival and less strategic
in nature. 450
6.35

Ms Liz Boughton used her training experience in Gippsland to advise the Committee
on the best way to reach rural and regional SMEs. She argued that the best courses
are:
•

Specific: building a website or setting up a Facebook business page, for
example

•

Hands-on

•

Advertised well in advance

•

Run for 1–1.5 hours a week over a period of 6–8 weeks.

6.36

Ms Boughton added that training is most successful when delivered by a
combination of young ‘digital natives’ and older members of the local community: “If
they perceive that you are from a big city, they are going to be wary. It needs to be
locals. We have been trying to market our workshops and we arrive suited up and
they ask, ‘Are you from Melbourne?’, and we say, ‘No, we’re from Gippsland’. That is
the icebreaker.” 451

6.37

Mr John Calabro agreed that rural businesses are wary of being spoken down to by
people from the ‘big smoke’, 452 while Ms Jo Bourke also spoke about training being
successfully delivered by what she referred to as ‘local champions’:
You will meet some of our champions today through the hearing, but it is
about developing some examples from our local community that are
actually doing this and starting to develop the story around them about
the success, because one of the issues we have with small business is
that they see some of this electronic and internet activity as an add-on
and they cannot see the economic benefit for it, because when
businesses first go into it they do not have an understanding of what the
time commitment is or the costs and no understanding of the returns.
We need to put some of those examples out so that we get businesses
having a bit of a picture of what the opportunity is. 453

6.38

In Ballarat, Mr Ian Fry told the Committee that surveys had revealed that only onethird of manufacturers in Ballarat had an ICT strategy and only around ten per cent
were using ICT efficiently. Mr Fry suggested promoting champions, or successful
companies, as one way of improving these figures. He said: “… we have to
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demonstrate over forums how at the end of the day with the companies the
introduction of ICT has improved their business”.454
6.39

The 2011–12 Regional Telecommunications Independent Review Committee’s
Report, Regional Communications: Empowering Digital Communities includes the
following recommendation (5.6). We have also included the Australian government’s
response:
Regional Development Australia committees, in conjunction with local
councils, should develop digital economy plans for their regions and
identify digital economy champions. Co-operation in developing these
digital economy plans should be sought from other local and regional
institutions such as universities and national organisations such as the
CSIRO and National ICT Australia.
Response:
The Government is already making progress in this area. In 2011‒12 the
Government allocated $200,000 to seven Regional Development
Australia (RDA) committees in the first and second National Broadband
Network (NBN) release sites to help develop digital economy strategies
for taking advantage of the rollout of the NBN in their communities.
These outcomes are to be shared across the entire RDA network.
A new round of funding worth $400,000 was provided in 2012‒13 to
support on the ground community and business awareness activities,
with payments of up to $25,000 per RDA committee. The RDAs are being
encouraged to identify local digital economy champions and work with
other local and regional institutions as they develop their plans.
A number of RDA committees and local councils have already realised
the potential benefits of participating in the digital economy and are
developing digital economy strategies for their regions. These include the
RDA Mid North Coast, RDA Far West NSW, the Northern Melbourne RDA,
as well as the Coffs Harbour City Council, the Kiama Council and the
seven northern councils of Melbourne. 455

6.40

This recommendation and response demonstrates the importance to the economy
of regions developing digital strategies. It also shows that development of digital
strategies has not taken place across all RDA areas. The Committee would like to see
this occur in every region in Victoria.

6.41

Mr Brad Wynter told the Committee about an ‘ICT Scorecard’ program run by RDA
Northern Melbourne. The program has seen more than 1,500 surveys sent out to
SMEs asking them about how they use ICT and information on their local ICT
suppliers. The information is then used to tell the businesses how they perform in
relation to the rest of their sector and what ICT technology they could use to
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Mr Ian Fry, Executive Officer, Ballarat ICT Limited, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Regional Communications:
Empowering digital communities [2011–12 Regional Telecommunications Review], Commonwealth of
Australia, Canberra, 2012.
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improve their performance. Finally, the best rated ICT suppliers are then linked with
areas most in need to provide information sessions which are filmed and placed
online.
6.42

In Tasmania, the Institute for Working Futures does something similar with its
programs comparing comparable businesses, to show where they are doing well,
where they need to improve and what’s possible with high-speed broadband. 456 The
advantage of the ‘ICT Scorecard’ approach is that it is specific to the individual needs
of SMEs, as Mr Wynter explained:
The idea is very much around matching need to expertise … The
attractiveness of this is that in the past a lot of these sorts of
awareness-raising and training sessions were very generalist. They just
invited people and hoped they would come. Generally the number of
people has dropped off over time, because it has not been specific to
their needs, whereas we think this approach is probably a little
different. 457

6.43

At the time of writing, no regional RDAs had adopted this program.

6.44

The Committee believes this ‘ICT Scorecard’ method of holding a mirror to
businesses and their performance in relation to others in their industry and region is
a valuable and engaging approach which could be adopted more broadly, and which
is particularly suited to regional areas.

6.45

Mr Bruce Winzar spoke about the contribution government can make to
transforming business. Government can:
… provide the environment and / or the tools for all of Victoria — cities if
you like, or regional centres — to evaluate where they are on the curve
of being able to provide the stepping stone for the digital economy and
for the transformation. 458

6.46

In Ms Boughton’s view, one of the most important messages SMEs in rural and
regional Victoria need to hear surrounds the affordability and ease of building their
own website:
There are so many free things available for e-commerce. You can build
your website for less than $50; you can add in the lowest cost shopping
carts; you can add in free bits of software so your clients can make
appointments and have customer relationship things. There are so many
free things available, and that is because of open-source coding 459 and
all those wonderful things …
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Meeting with Mr Marcus Bowles, Director and Chair, Institute for Working Futures, Launceston, 19
November 2013.
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Mr Brad Wynter, Organisation Improvement Manager, City of Whittlesea, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 28
October 2013.
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Mr Bruce Winzar, Executive Director Information Services, Bendigo Health, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15
August 2013.
459
Software distributed free that allows uses to modify and redistribute their changes.
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We want to empower them to edit their own websites. We have heard
too many stories of ‘I don’t know how to access my website, because the
website person has gone’, ‘I don’t know how to update my website’ or ‘I
have a website designer and I’ve paid them $100 to put my email
address on my homepage, and four months later it’s still not there’. We
need to move those small businesses into the model where they are in
control of their website. We are saying if you can cut and paste in Word,
you can create your own website. If you can turn on your computer and
use basic things, you can make your own basic website. There are so
many free templates, so we are trying to enable businesses to do it for
themselves … 460
6.47

It should be noted that the Committee did speak with a number of small business
owners who had taken up training opportunities. Ms Gaskin, for example, had
attended free workshops on cloud computing on Phillip Island. 461 In Mansfield, Ms
Briana Seaton of High Country Tree Services spoke about what she’d learnt by
attending courses at the Mansfield Community Education Centre as well as some
Small Business Victoria workshops. 462 And Mr Graham Boyd argued that there are a
lot of resources available for small businesses with the self-motivation to take
advantage of them. 463

6.48

The Committee heard many times during this Inquiry that the resources exist, the
courses are available, but that they are not necessarily reaching or engaging their
target audiences. Resources are provided by government but more work should be
done to ensure they reach their target audience. This may include greater use of
online seminars (webinars) which can be accessed at a time that suits individual
businesses.

6.49

Also in Mansfield, Ms Uschi Steedman from Creative Odyssey made the point that
professionals in rural areas are now better able to maintain professional standards
thanks to online training and seminar opportunities:
It does not feel so much like country areas are playing catch-up all the
time in terms of there being a big lag between an innovation in the city
and that practice in the country. I think that is in large part due to the
internet. I do not necessarily have to go and attend a face-to-face
conference or workshop. I participated in an international, online
marketing conference, which was run from America last year. It was so
inspiring. It was amazing. We were like, ‘Great material!’. Again, I think
that is really a key benefit as well. 464
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Ms Liz Boughton, Director, Liz Welsh and Associates, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
Ms Lois Gaskin, Owner, Turn the Page, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10 September 2013.
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Ms Briana Seaton, Financial and Administration Manager, High Country Tree Services, Public Hearing, 14
August 2013.
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Mr Graham Boyd, Owner and Consultant, Xpose, Public Hearing, Barwon Heads, 6 November 2013.
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Ms Uschi Steedman, Owner, Creative Odyssey, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
461

120

Rural and Regional Committee

Chapter 6: Small to Medium Enterprises (SMEs)

6.50

This use of technology may prove to be vital in overcoming what Grimes refers to as
rural SMEs’ ‘socio-cultural distance from markets and decision-making centres’.465
Indeed, Dejonckheere, Ramioul and Van Hootegem have argued that with
technology the ‘… typical weaknesses of SMEs are becoming less important in the
new economy’. 466

6.51

Braun and Harman make the point that ‘… public policy needs to recognise that the
SME learning cycle is an evolutionary and ongoing one, which does not correspond
neatly with the political funding cycle’. 467 That is, SMEs do not go from knowing
nothing to knowing everything in one move; rather it is a more incremental process
of continuous learning and change – with the ICT continuum moving from adopting
email and the internet, to fully engaging in e-commerce and then e-business.

6.52

Braun and Harman add that developing e-business networks would help SMEs adopt
e-business practices more rapidly, 468 which governments are in a good position to
facilitate due to their relationships with businesses and individuals. 469 In its
submission to this Inquiry, the Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society makes a
similar point about rural and regional SMEs’ reliance on social networks for acquiring
the knowledge needed to innovate. 470

6.53

Dr Tim Williams suggested that councils can take a ‘show and tell’ approach with
busy SMEs, as a way of providing practical examples of how to engage with the
digital economy:
I think that because SMEs are so small, if councils are, for example,
changing their own business models through digital technology — for
example, if they are engaging with their communities in new ways —
why can they not invite their local SMEs into a discussion with council
officers about how the council is proposing to modernise itself and to
change its relationship with its clients and its customers? 471

6.54

Councils can also fully participate with digital technology to their advantage. For
example, ‘smart infrastructure’ practices can be employed with sensors in roads and
bridges providing real-time updates of conditions such as stress loads and road use,
leading to savings in inspections and preventing infrastructure failure.472

465

Grimes S, ‘Exploiting information and communication technologies for rural development’, Journal of Rural
Studies, Volume 8, Number 3, 1992, p 273.
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6.55

Evidence collected by the Committee suggests the Victorian Government should
expand its use of webinars, as a way of reaching ‘time poor’ SMEs who find it difficult
to attend rigid training sessions. For example, in Wodonga Ms Kate Bullock told the
Committee: “… I am literally always on an online webinar or seminar keeping up to
date with things. I webinar into places like America or the UK or Australia —
anywhere. I am always on a webinar learning something new for our business. I
often go to seminars in Melbourne, but webinars are really efficient for me.” 473

6.56

Overall, there was broad ranging support for the Victorian Government to continue
providing its range of e-business training opportunities, including business planning
and business development training, throughout rural and regional Victoria. 474
However, evidence received by the Committee suggests the funding could be better
targeted to reach more SMEs through increased use of the above methods
(champions; incremental learning; webinars etc).

6.57

The Committee notes the Federal Government’s Digital Enterprise program, which
aims to ensure SMEs and not-for-profit organisations engage fully in the digital
economy. The program helps its participants:
•

Understand the benefits, opportunities and challenges of participating in the
online environment

•

Develop and maintain a website or other online presence, including the use of
rich media

•

Make use of online transaction opportunities

•

Participate in online marketing, including search engine optimisation, search
engine marketing, effective use of social networking sites and online
directories

•

Understand the principles of e-commerce and logistics

•

Learn about data privacy and security

•

Use online recruitment tools

•

Access case studies of best practice for online business

•

Understand cloud computing opportunities

•

Learn about tools for real-time person-to-person visual communication online

•

Understand telecommuting and its benefits

473

Ms Kate Bullock, Owner, Hideout Café, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23 October 2013.
Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie, Digital Enterprise Manager, Centre for eCommerce and Communications, University
of Ballarat, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013; Mr Ben Gosling, Owner, Gosling Design, Public Hearing,
Horsham, 31 July 2013; Ms Briana Seaton, Financial and Administration Manager, High Country Tree Services,
Public Hearing, 14 August 2013; Ms Lois Gaskin, Owner, Turn the Page, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10
September 2013; Mr John Vines, Chair, Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16
September 2013; Ms Emma Dawson, Executive Director, Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013; Mr Andy Smith, Business Development, Grampians Sandstone,
Public Hearing, Barwon Heads, 6 November 2013.
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•
6.58

Understand the benefits and opportunities presented by the NBN, including
NBN-enabled apps and tools.

Digital Enterprise services have been offered in 44 communities across Australia
since February 2012. As at March 2013, 6,209 participants had taken part in the
program.475

RECOMMENDATION 4
That the Minister for Innovation, Services and Small Business, through Business Victoria,
undertake a regional industry scan to determine current uptake of ICT and e-business
solutions by non-metropolitan businesses. The ‘audit’ should:


Be based on the e-readiness index models established by the City of Wodonga and City
of Whittlesea and be undertaken through regional RDAs. The results of the ‘audit’
would be used to determine the e-business education and support needs, and
telecommuting management needs, of small businesses in rural and regional Victoria



Result in a web-based database of rural and regional telecommunications providers,
including comparative data on service offerings; pricing; and guidance for business on
securing cost-effective telecommunications solutions



Be conducted, where possible, in collaboration with a regional university provided
(after a competitive process) with funding to conduct the business survey in their region



Inform future state government action in terms of targeted e-business skills training.

475

Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Advancing Australia as a Digital
Economy: An update to the National Digital Economy Strategy, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
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7

Regional areas: Connectivity
supporting affinity
KEY MESSAGES

•

Broadband connectivity and lifestyle are two of the top drivers of people moving to a
community.

•

Rural and regional Victoria must work at attracting business and be prepared to respond
quickly to the needs of business, including high-level ICT capacity, appropriate buildings
and other physical infrastructure, and ensuring access to a skilled workforce.

•

Successful rural and regional communities rely on a total package that contains the right
mixture of affinity, amenities, services and connectivity.
“I have seen examples already where people have moved to where the
NBN is connected.” Ms Margaret O’Rourke, Echuca
“Come 2009 we made a decision — for a variety of reasons, but largely
lifestyle — to base the business from Albury–Wodonga.” Mr Guy
Rowson, Wodonga

MOVING FOR A REASON

7.1

Throughout this Inquiry, the Committee heard a wide range of evidence regarding
people’s motivation for either starting up a business in, or moving a business to,
rural and regional Victoria. For some, the decision was based on where broadband
was the strongest; whereas others chose an area first for reasons such as family links
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and lifestyle benefits – including good local amenities and jobs for spouses476 – and
then made the most of the connectivity there.
7.2

In terms of the former, Mr George Fong gave examples of businesses in Moorabool
and Horsham that located their businesses according to the quality of broadband
available:
There was very clearly an indicator that if sufficient bandwidth were
available, then there were models that would change in terms of how
businesses do things. Examples of that included, in Moorabool shire,
businesses that came up to us and said, ‘We would move to this area if
we had the bandwidth’. In Horsham, there was one particular
organisation that we discovered … where they decided that they wanted
to move into another new industrial estate – this was some years ago, in
2008–09 – and they did turn around and say, ‘We cannot move into that
industrial zone because the bandwidth is not there. We are going to
have to move within two kilometres of the post office in Horsham’. 477

7.3

Ms Margaret O’Rourke said: “I know already in economic development and real
estate terms that when I spoke to councils about economic development and asked,
‘What are the drivers for people moving to your community?’, broadband
connectivity was in the top three questions.” 478

7.4

Mr Brad Wynter spoke about a VoIP 479 company that moved from Kew in Melbourne
to South Morang in order to take advantage of the early rollout of the NBN. 480

7.5

In Ballarat, Mr John Collins from Hepburn Shire Council described how some
businesses have relocated from Daylesford to Ballarat to take advantage of Ballarat’s
better internet strength. 481 In its submission to this Inquiry, the Gippsland
Broadband Connectivity Strategy Group states: ‘One of the main reasons people
identify for not moving their permanent residence and business to Bass Coast is
limited bandwidth and reliable internet connection.’ 482

7.6

The Committee was told that in Warrnambool the fastest growing demographic is
the 20–40 age group, attracted by good schools and health services. Many of these
young people run their own small software companies, despite broadband in
Warrnambool being much more expensive than in Melbourne. The Committee learnt
that the local council in Warrnambool is investigating the possibilities of accessing
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the fibre optic internet connection built along the train line from Geelong to
Warrnambool to support the community. 483
7.7

Mr David Jones, an animator based in Natimuk, is an interesting example, because
although he was only able to move to Natimuk because technology allowed it, the
attraction of rock climbing was very strong.484 Indeed, rural and regional Victoria has
a long history of using liveability to market itself and the Committee met with many
people who were first and foremost attracted to an area in rural and regional
Victoria, moved there, and then set about making their businesses succeed. As Cr
Paul Jarman told the Committee: “Once upon a time we used to look for a job and
then we would move everyone to the job. Now we look for where we would like to
live and then look for employment.” 485

7.8

The following are just some examples of witnesses the Committee spoke with,
describing their experience in their own words.

7.9

Mr Adam Donnison and Ms Karen Chisholm explained the attraction of Redbank
compared to Melbourne:
Mr DONNISON – Working for MySQL AB 486 meant that I could work from
anywhere in the world. We decided that we did not like the outer eastern
suburbs of Melbourne anymore; it was getting too crowded. Both of us
have lived on the land before, so we looked around and thought, ‘That
looks nice’. We live next door to a winery. What more can you want?
Ms CHISHOLM – A winery that let us cut a hole in the fence and put a
gate through so we can go backwards and forwards! 487

7.10

Mr Ray Campling, Chief Executive Officer, Yarriambiack Shire Council told the
Committee about some ICT businesses who moved to western Victoria:
A couple of businesses have set up in Warracknabeal and Hopetoun.
Both of them are IT-oriented businesses; basically they are website
establishments. Both are from Melbourne … The biggest thing that these
people have been able to do is become part of the community fabric.
They have brought their children and families with them; even their
parents have followed them. They have been able to successfully operate
their businesses. They have been able to articulate to their friends what
a fantastic opportunity and place this is. 488

7.11

On Phillip Island, the Committee heard that Mr Michael Green was motivated by
Inverloch’s great windsurfing conditions: “I have been going there since I was two. I
am vice-president of the windsurfing club down there, so there was a little bit of a
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vested interest … When you get to live your life by waves and wind instead of the
normal grind, it is actually quite a nice change.” 489
7.12

Also on Phillips Island, Mr Chris Dallinger said: “I was born and bred here, so I
wanted to start a business here.” 490 Mr Patrick Kissane added that family reasons
were behind his choice: “It is very pretty and it is a good place to raise kids. I have
four children and they are comfortably ensconced in the community.” 491

7.13

Family reasons were also behind Mr John Calabro’s decision to move back to the
Latrobe Valley after living for a number of years in Melbourne. Mr Calabro grew up
in Morwell and his wife in Traralgon. He said:
… we bought a house in Traralgon at a very good price and I was able to
set up a business. Given that we were from this area I had a very large
network of friends and connections. My wife is from a big family, so we
had a lot of family connections; a lot of her family members run
businesses too, so I was able to network fairly effectively. That effectively
got me going. 492

7.14

In its submission to this Inquiry, Mansfield Shire Council spoke of the ideal mix of
‘natural landscape – digital scene’.493 Ms Briana Seaton chose Mansfield as a good
place not only to run her business from but locate her horses as well:
I actually had horses which were based in Keysborough, and I was
always a very outdoorsy-type person, so I wanted to live in an area that
was countrified and to have my horses on my property, which I am very
fortunate to have. I absolutely love Mansfield; I would not swap it for the
world. We continuously have friends coming up each weekend to stay
with us because they just love the place. 494

7.15

Dr Tim Williams spoke to the Committee about the part high-speed broadband
played in the regeneration of Cornwall in the UK, an area that shares many cultural,
economic and physical similarities with rural and regional Victoria. Dr Williams said:
“I think digital enables you to win the competition for talent.” 495

7.16

One question the Committee investigated was whether growing regional populations
through e-business and telecommuting would result in increased costs through
increased demand for services. The consensus is that the answer is no, for two
reasons:
•

At a local government level, economic growth would outweigh the demand for
services
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•

At a state government level, services would simply be reallocated from one
region to another.

7.17

The Committee believes that policy makers at all levels of government should resist
the urge to limit discussion on where organisations and services will be located to a
battle between metropolitan areas and rural and regional areas. This is because
technology reduces the importance of physical location. Even as far back as 1992 in
an article examining ICT and rural development, Grimes argues that there should not
be a discussion between centralisation and decentralisation, rather ‘… we can expect
an extremely complex picture of organisational and spatial tendencies’.496

7.18

Yet rural and regional Victoria must still work at attracting businesses and be
prepared to respond quickly to the needs of business. This includes high-level ICT
capacity, appropriate buildings and other physical infrastructure, and ensuring
access to a skilled workforce. 497 Some studies consider a skilled workforce to be a
region’s most important asset. 498 In the United States, Washington State University,
which has spent many years researching and developing ICT-driven rural
regeneration projects, states: ‘Communities must remember that affinity can open
the door, but they must demonstrate a strong business case to close the deal.’ 499

7.19

It is important to note that larger businesses have a tendency to locate near what
Standen and Sinclair-Jones label ‘concentrations of allied activity’, and areas that
offer a large workforce and good transportation links. Standen and Sinclair-Jones list
Newcastle as a good example of a regional centre with these advantages. 500 The
Committee notes that in October 2013 Newcastle hosted the DiG Festival aimed at
promoting the creative and technological side of the city.501

7.20

Regions thinking strategically about the digital economy and supporting business in
adoption of digital solutions will both attract new business and ensure existing local
businesses prosper and grow.

ROLE OF GOVERNMENT

“Schools and child care are always an issue.” Ms Narelle Funcke,
Horsham
7.21

It was acknowledged throughout this Inquiry that lifestyle and technology is not a
guarantee that rural and regional Victoria will fully participate in the information
economy. To attract and retain the most highly skilled people communities must also
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provide services, including arts, health and education – attractions that go beyond
immediate physical attributes such as historic buildings and natural beauty. As Mr
Colin Elliott said in Wodonga:
It is not just the connectivity. It is: can their wife go to the theatre and
can they get a good cup of coffee? Have they got good healthcare?
Mr TREZISE — Health services, education services.
Mr ELLIOTT — That type of thing, yes. Is there a good school in the town
and all that sort of stuff? That is the advantage that Wodonga has,
because we have all of those things. We are a big enough rural centre
that we can offer those things. 502
7.22

Mr Stephen Pykett made the point that there must be:
… the realisation that by living outside of a capital city you are not
disadvantaged with your access to the arts, education and health and
therefore it is a lifestyle choice. Do you want to live in the city? Do you
want to live in the country? Both are achievable. Your standard of living
is the same or at least comparable and therefore the access to work,
which we know by the technology and the infrastructure is currently
available and currently can be done quite successfully, becomes a real
choice and not a forgone alternative of the kids having poorer quality
schools or our not getting access to medical help. 503

7.23

In Mansfield, Ms Steedman complimented some Victorian Government development
programs for the way in which they help regional Victoria compete with the urban
cultural opportunities available in Melbourne:
I think the thing to remember is that if I am a cultural creative living in
inner city Melbourne who happens to like mountain biking and skiing
and if I am thinking, ‘Oh, it’d be kind of cool to live in Mansfield’, I am
not going to move there just because there is internet now. I need to still
feel like I can come to a community that offers a lot more than just skiing
and mountain biking. So all of that – the other policies focused on the
community development aspects of rural and regional development – I
think is really key. I do not want to leave inner city Melbourne, where
there is, you know, awesome music on the weekends and where I can go
to exhibitions and be involved in sustainability initiatives and then come
here and feel completely disconnected from that. I want to come to a
community that still offers those things at a regional level.
Mr HOWARD – So how does that happen and who is responsible for
doing it?
Ms STEEDMAN – I think it is a multilayered thing –
The CHAIR – And how can we assist?
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Ms STEEDMAN – Yes. So it involves, I think – and this is already
happening at a state government level – the continuing support for
programs, cultural activities. I am trying to think of funding program
names, such as Locals First now. All of those sorts of programs I think are
really, really valuable and need to continue. I guess it is again – and this
is still happening – about facilitating that connection between local
government and community members who are really interested in
getting things happening on the ground. Local government is the gobetween to help communicate what the grassroots community wants to
do and then help it happen. I think that is really important. 504
7.24

The Committee is aware of the need for government to be involved in supporting
local communities to build their social and cultural elements. Although peripheral to
the Terms of Reference for this Inquiry it is important to acknowledge the
interconnected nature of regional development.

LOCAL ADVANTAGE?

“Relationships can be transported across the country.” Mr Barrie
Sutherland, Barwon Heads
7.25

As with telecommuting, e-business presents outside threats to rural and regional
businesses as much as opening up opportunities in new markets. As RDA Gippsland’s
Ms Jane Oakley said: “They are not operating in a regional marketplace anymore; it
is a global marketplace.” 505

7.26

Coulthard comments that in some cases e-commerce may lead to the increased
importation of goods and service into non-metropolitan regions and the domination
of these regions by large businesses based in urban areas – a scenario he describes
as ‘capital that has escaped the confines of space’. He adds: ‘At least from the
perspective of globalisation theorists, eCommerce does not conquer distance for
regions but conquers the barriers of distance for global networks and urban centres
to regions.’ 506

7.27

In May 2013, it was revealed that Australian shoppers make a purchase from British
online retailer ASOS every six seconds. The purchases represent around four plane
loads full of clothes being imported into Australia every week. 507

7.28

In Barwon Heads, the Committee spoke with Mr Andy Smith from Grampians
Sandstone, a quarry based just 12 kilometres north-east of Dunkeld. Mr Smith told
the Committee that up until very recently the company could rely on the local
market for its customer base, however competition is now global. He said: “Our
competitors could be in Brazil, Turkey, Ethiopia — there is Ethiopian stone on the

504

Ms Uschi Steedman, Owner, Creative Odyssey, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
Ms Jane Oakley, Regional Director, RDA Gippsland, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
506
Coulthard D, ‘eCommerce and the region: not necessarily an unequivocal good’, Presentation at the 14th
Bled Electronic Commerce Conference, Bled, Slovenia, 25–26 June 2001, p 427.
507
‘ASOS clicks down under’, The Age, 1 May 2013.
505
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world market now. As you can imagine, a lot of these countries are very low-cost
producers, so they are able to extract the stone at a very low cost.” 508
7.29

In earlier correspondence with the Committee Secretariat Mr Smith said that in
order to survive Grampians Sandstone had to use technology, in particular its
website, to reach global markets:
Conversely, this new global market which forces us to compete against
lower cost, often unknown competitors, offers opportunities to reach or
steal customers in other parts of the world, if we are brave, speedy and
savvy enough to adapt. 509

7.30

A key message from this Inquiry is that policy makers looking for regional
development opportunities should not turn to e-business (or telecommuting) as a
silver bullet. The information economy alone will not create growth in rural and
regional Victoria. Rather, successful rural and regional communities rely on a total
package that contains the right mixture of affinity, amenities, education and
connectivity.

508

Mr Andy Smith, Business Development, Grampians Sandstone, Public Hearing, Barwon Heads, 6 November
2013.
509
Mr Andy Smith, Business Development, Grampians Sandstone, Personal Communication, 24 October 2013.
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Connectivity
KEY MESSAGES

•

Lower levels of connectivity in non-metropolitan areas of Victoria mean that smaller
communities cannot take full advantage of the economic, education and social benefits
offered by the new economy and are therefore operating at a clear disadvantage.

•

Better connectivity assists rural areas to overcome tyranny of distance.
‘An area which was once the realm of engineers and technologists,
telecommunications has now come to the fore as an important and vital
part of the nation’s fabric, a foundation for both economic and social
prosperity.’ Dr Tim Williams

WHAT IS CONNECTIVITY?

8.1

Connectivity refers to the availability, speed, capacity and affordability of internet
and mobile phone signals.

8.2

The recent The State of the Internet report found:
•

Australia ranks 45th in the world for average connection speed (4.8 Mbps)

•

Australia ranks 35th for average peak connection speed (29.1 Mbps)

•

Australia ranks 50th for broadband connectivity above 4 Mbps (41 per cent)

•

Australia ranks 38th for broadband connectivity above 10 Mbps (5.1 per cent)

•

Mobile connectivity: an average of 2.7 Mbps; peak of 16.9 Mbps (this
compares favourably with countries outside of Europe).
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8.3

Many of these figures are a decline on previous years. 510

8.4

During the Inquiry process, the Committee paid special attention to the levels of
connectivity available to rural and regional Victorians. There has been concern for
many years that non-metropolitan areas are systematically underserviced, and that
this has impacts on the capacity of smaller communities to take full advantage of the
economic, education and social benefits offered by the new economy.

8.5

Australia’s highly urbanised population means that telecommunications companies
find it more profitable to deliver good connectivity in the cities. Conversely, it is less
economically viable to deliver the same services to more dispersed populations in
rural and regional areas. This situation leads to and is exacerbated by a lack of
competition. 511 In its submission to this Inquiry, the Victorian Government states
that this situation creates:
… a disparity in the range and quality of services provided in regional
areas. There tends to be less competition at all levels of the market in
regional areas (which becomes worse the more remote and sparse the
population), ultimately disadvantaging regional households and
businesses with a narrower range and lower quality of services. 512

8.6

510

This observation is illustrated clearly in Figure 8.1, which demonstrates that the
comparative level of investment in next-generation internet infrastructure remains
clustered around major population areas.

nd

Belson D (Ed), The State of the Internet [2 Quarter 2013 Report], Akamai, Singapore, 2013.
See: Victorian Government, Submission to the House of Representatives Infrastructure and Communications
Committee Inquiry into the Role and Potential of the National Broadband Network, Victorian Government,
Melbourne, 2011, p 1.
512
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 23, 8 November 2013, p 8. For a global overview of broadband
see: Broadband Commission for Digital Development, The State of Broadband 2013: Universalising broadband,
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, Geneva, 2013. See Mansfield Shire Council’s
Submission to this Inquiry (Number 11) for an overview of connectivity in that shire.
511
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Figure 8.1. Broadband supply in Victoria, December 2011

Note:

•

Category 1 (third wave): equivalent fibre optic and upgraded DOCSIS 3.0. Pay TV cable services offering speeds greater
than 50 Mbps.

•

Category 2 (second wave): equivalent ADSL2+ and cable pay TV services offering speeds between 8 Mbps and 50
Mbps.

•

Category 3 (first wave): equivalent ADSL1 services offering speeds up to 8 Mbps.

•

This map does not capture people who miss out on broadband services due to restraints such as topography or
exchange capacity limitations.

Source: Victorian Government Submission (Number 23); taken from: Deloitte Access Economics, Telecommunications Spend and Demand
in Victoria, 2012. 513

See also: Appendix 5: Data – Internet use in Australia.
8.7

513

The implications of the disparity in service provision are illustrated in the following
three tables. These show the lower levels of performance achieved in rural and
regional Victoria, with a corresponding impact on the uptake of the internet. It
should be noted that these figures are averages for each region and some towns will
perform worse than the average.

For more recent maps of NBN roll-out see: www.nbnco.com.au.
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Table 8.1. Average maximum bandwidth per capita by DHS region, 2011
Region
Mbps
Melbourne
14.25
Rest of state
8.34
Barwon South West
8.82
Gippsland
8.84
Grampians
7.69
Hume
8.79
Loddon Mallee
8.47
Source: Victorian Government Submission (Number 23); taken from: Deloitte Access Economics, Telecommunications Spend and Demand
in Victoria, 2012.

Table 8.2. People with internet access at home, 2011
Region
Victoria (total)
Barwon South West
Gippsland
Grampians
Hume
Loddon Mallee

Percentage
86.4%
83.2%
81.2%
82.1%
81.5%
80.9%

Source: Community Indicators Victoria – www.communityindicators.net.au/; accessed 25 June 2013.

Table 8.3. People with broadband access at home, 2011
Region
Percentage
Victoria (total)
80.1%
Barwon South West
76.0%
Gippsland
73.4%
Grampians
74.7%
Hume
74.3%
Loddon Mallee
73.6%
Source: Community Indicators Victoria – www.communityindicators.net.au/; accessed 25 June 2013.

8.8

In addition, it should be noted that connectivity can vary greatly even within short
distances. As an example the Committee heard that Wodonga is well served, yet
Beechworth, only 40 kilometres to the south, has poor connectivity.514 Even within
Wodonga, connectivity can be unreliable, including in areas close to the CBD. 515

8.9

Inequality in telecommunications services in turn requires a policy response from the
Commonwealth Government.

8.10

The Mayor of Mansfield Shire Council, Cr Russell Bate, told the Committee about a
telecommunications advocacy group that had made a presentation to Telstra on
boosting wireless facilities in the area. The proposal was rejected by Telstra as being

514

Mr John Gibbons, Committee Member, Wodonga Chamber of Commerce, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23
October 2013.
515
Mr Matthew Taylor, Manager Economic Development, City of Wodonga, Public Hearing, Wodonga, 23
October 2013.
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unprofitable due to the low amount of billable traffic that would be possible, leading
Cr Bate to advocate for a greater public sector role in rural and regional Victoria:
It was then that we finally realised that unfortunately the only route for
our group, and indeed for most rural communities, has to be through
advocacy, the political system and through state and federal
governments. Unfortunately, as I pointed out earlier, with the public
offering of Telstra the capacity of government, state or federal, to have
any legislative power is limited. Ultimately it is just a matter of cofunding and subsidising. At that point in time we decided that, okay,
most of our efforts will now have to go through the political system. 516
8.11

Mr George Fong expressed support for Victoria’s approach to ICT throughout the
years, stating: “Historically, going back to the days of the Kennett Government and
going through the Bracks and Brumby Governments and going through now, there
has never been a case where the government has taken its foot off the pedal as far
as technology is concerned.” 517

8.12

The University of Ballarat’s Technology Park is an example of how public funding can
kick start ongoing investment, as its Director, Mr Mal Vallance, told the Committee:
To be totally transparent, if you look at most of these buildings within
this precinct, they probably had some form of government assistance, so,
from a risk point of view for the University, that has given us confidence
to put our share in and establish long-term relationships with major
players – not just major players; smaller players as well. 518

8.13

The City of Whittlesea has compiled a ‘broadband register’ of local people struggling
with poor connectivity. This means that telecommunications providers receive
complaints from groups of people instead of individuals. As such, it is much easier to
make a business case to telecommunications providers based on economies of
scale. 519 This is also influenced by competition, without which there is limited
motivation to upgrade a captured market.

8.14

For rural and regional areas in particular, telecommunications are an important
component of:

8.15

•

Economic infrastructure

•

Social infrastructure

•

Economic growth. 520

The importance of connectivity was predicted in a 2004 Victorian Government
report, which stated that ‘… the benefits of IT have not been exhausted and that new

516

Cr Russell Bate, Mayor, Mansfield Shire Council, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
Mr George Fong, Executive Director, Lateral Plains, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
518
Mr Mal Vallance, Director, University of Ballarat Technology Park, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
519
Mr Brad Wynter, Organisation Improvement Manager, City of Whittlesea, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 28
October 2013.
520
Victorian Government, Submission, Number 23, 8 November 2013.
517
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technologies such as broadband will continue to drive further productivity gains into
the future’. 521
8.16

This was underlined by a more recent Commonwealth report which estimated that
Australian households connected to high-speed broadband would be better off by an
average of $3,800 by 2020. Benefits are said to accrue in the areas of:
communications; e-commerce; online services; travel savings; employment; and
productivity.522

8.17

The same Commonwealth report referred to a World Bank study which found that
for each ten percentage point increase in broadband penetration in high-income
economies such as Australia economic growth increased by 1.2 percentage points.
Further, each ICT development produced a larger productivity impact than the
preceding one – highlighting just how rapid changes in technology are. 523 For
example, it has been suggested that 5G mobile telephone networks will offer mobile
broadband at speeds of up to 10 Gbps or 100 times the speed of the fastest 4G
connections by 2020.524

RECOMMENDATION 5
That the Victorian Government work in conjunction with the Federal Government to
produce a comprehensive map of connectivity across rural and regional Victoria – a
‘Telecommunications Capacity Map’. This could be developed with data provided by the
Australian Competition and Consumer Commission and presented in a similar way to
information from the Essential Services Commission on electricity and gas providers.
RECOMMENDATION 6
That the Victorian Government develop a strategy for collaboration with rural and regional
bodies to broaden community access to existing and future Victorian Government fibre
networks with available capacity, and Commonwealth networks located in rural and
regional Victoria. For example, networks associated with education, health and transport.

521

ACIL Tasman, Economic Impacts of Broadband Adoption in Victoria: Final report, Multimedia Victoria,
Melbourne, 2004, p 19.
522
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Benefits of High-speed Broadband for
Australian Households, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
523
Ibid.
524
‘Huawei’s CEO: the innovation journey to 5G and beyond’, Forbes Asia, 26 August 2013.
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Business growth
KEY MESSAGES

•

Businesses with poor connectivity are at an immediate competitive disadvantage.

•

Availability of high-speed broadband alone will not increase the productive capacity of
the economy – it must be accompanied by innovative business practices (in both the
public and private sectors).

•

The freedom of thinking that arises when technology expands and creates possibilities
also leads to expectations emerging from customers that drive further innovation and
change.

•

The Victorian Fibre Strategy is investigating how Victoria’s existing telecommunications
infrastructure can be used to support diverse broadband and mobile networks.

•

Unequal distribution of ICT skills and access to technology means lower socio-economic
areas, rural and regional areas, and SMEs are at risk of being on the wrong side of the
digital divide.
“I don’t know how fast ‘fast’ is, but if it can only get better and better,
that only makes business better and better.” Ms Sally-Ann Watson,
Traralgon
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AN ECONOMIC NEED

9.1

The internet is now a fundamental part of how knowledge is dispersed throughout
the economy. 525 Businesses with poor connectivity are at an immediate competitive
disadvantage. Poor connectivity also translates as a disadvantage for rural
businesses if potential customers used to good telecommunications do not
understand the challenges of operating with inferior services. This was explained to
the Committee by Cr Russell Bate, Mayor, Mansfield Shire Council:
Unfortunately most people expect that, if they ring you, you will respond
within a very short period of time because, let’s face it, we all carry a
mobile phone. They also expect that the sort of bandwidth required to
drive marketing messages et cetera is available to rural communities
and rural businesses. To be frank, it is not … It immediately places the
rural communities of Australia at a disadvantage when competing with
the urban hubs. 526

9.2

The Committee heard several examples of how this disadvantage manifests itself in
rural and regional Victoria. Mr Michael Watson of Watson’s Mountain Country Trail
Rides told the Committee that he may be out on a trail ride without any phone or
internet signal for as much as five days, making it hard for him to quote on new
business opportunities that arise in that time:
I deal with the Singapore market for schools, and in the Singapore
market when a school does an excursion it is subsidised by the
government, so it is required to go out to tender. The travel agents who
are trying to take on this tender are given seven days to respond, so if I
am on a five-day trip and they have asked me on day one, I am losing the
opportunity to quote on that particular business … Obviously, not getting
back to people affects our professionalism in the eyes of the person
trying to contact us. Sometimes we have lost business as a result of it
because people work on a much tighter time frame than we can
provide. 527

9.3

Ms Danene Jones of Phillip Island Nature Parks spoke to the Committee about the
way in which poor connections between one side of the island and the other affect
the work of the organisation’s Operations Manager:
…we have our central operations for the penguin parade or for the whole
nature parks situated [at Summerland], including the admin side but also
our rangers. With that, obviously we need to have good communication
with our other parks. For instance, for our operations manager to be
able to do that currently he has to go out to Churchill Island. He is based
at the penguin parade, his office is there, including his computer and all

525

Broadband Commission for Digital Development, The State of Broadband 2013: Universalising broadband,
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, Geneva, 2013.
526
Cr Russell Bate, Mayor, Mansfield Shire Council, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
527
Mr Michael Watson, Adventure Victoria, Watson’s Mountain Country Trail Rides, Public Hearing, Mansfield,
14 August 2013.
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his files, but to go out to Churchill Island he would have to spend a day
there and take down any notes on a pad and paper, because he could
not log on to a computer to access whatever files he needs back at his
home office. In terms of IT with that, we are limited. 528
9.4

As part of this Inquiry, the Committee undertook a site visit to Warrenmang
Vineyard and Resort. Warrenmang caters to holiday and business customers, both of
whom expect reliable connectivity at all times. At the moment the resort struggles to
guarantee that connectivity and is losing bookings as a result. This is a change from
just a few years ago when customers were happy to pay a few dollars to use the
internet. It also shows the strong correlation between customer expectation and
business success; that is, businesses must be able to provide what customers
expect. 529

9.5

IBM’s Mr Steve Davies said: “If you want to incubate small businesses to help them
grow, regardless of the industry, it is access to the internet at a good speed that is
absolutely fundamental ... bandwidth is the facilitator.” 530

9.6

Rural and regional communities are used to adapting and when it comes to
connectivity this is no different. One example of many heard by the Committee was
Mr Steve Thompson from Appaloosa Films. He described the way in which he had
adapted his modem to be powered by a car cigarette lighter supply and now drives
his car to the top of a nearby hill to send files to clients.531 Ms Karen Chisholm, an epublisher from Redbank, was another witness to talk about working in her car in
order to get a reliable internet connection. Ms Chisholm said: “So you have to be
prepared to be a little bit flexible about some things.” 532

9.7

While a lot of discussion around internet services involves download speeds for the
consumer, for businesses upload speeds are just as critical. It is hoped that the NBN
will improve upload speeds for rural and regional businesses. Mr Rohan McMahon,
General Manager, Wild Monkey Design and Hosting said:
At the moment with your ADSL your download speed is pretty good if
you can get good ADSL, so you might be able to watch a video on
YouTube or something like that. But the real limit is if you are doing
something like a webinar or a teleconference, you need to send the data
to the other party as well, which is where your upload speed comes in,
and at the moment I think it is probably around one-twenty-fifth of your
download speed on most ADSL, which really limits what you can do. That
is probably the biggest benefit that would come from an NBN or like
situation. Even the fixed wireless they were talking about in some rural

528

Ms Danene Jones, Communications Executive, Phillip Island Nature Parks, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10
September 2013.
529
Warrenmang Vineyard and Resort, Site Visit, 30 July 2013. See a profile below at 11.25.
530
Mr Steve Davies, Regional Lead, IBM Global Business Services, Public Hearings, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
531
Mr Steve Thompson, Principal, Appaloosa Films, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
532
Ms Karen Chisholm, Director, Saki Computer Services, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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areas is still going to have a lot higher upload speed and will make things
easier for people that way. 533
9.8

Film-maker Mr Michael Green said that for him speed equates to time, in that the
faster he can upload a file to a client overseas, the faster he can continue working on
his next piece of film. 534 As well, Mt Buller ski resort could expand its overseas reach
with a better broadband connection, according to Mr Laurie Blampied, General
Manager, Bulla Ski Lifts:
We are looking at some international events. You might recall that we
had the world aerials at Mount Buller, which is a world cup of skiing. We
had them in the late 1990s and the early 2000s. Unfortunately, we were
not able to sustain that because of the cost of the television broadcast,
which was north of $200,000, just the production costs. We are looking
now at an internet solution whereby we can take the pictures. We have
the people with the skills to do all of that. We can broadcast it via the
internet, and it can go all around the world. We need about ten
megabits or something.
Mr COTTERILL – Five to ten is the minimum.
Mr BLAMPIED – Five to ten. If you have access to that technology, all of
these things become possible, so we do not need to spend a lot of money
with television stations. We can reach international markets. 535

9.9

However, Mr Blampied added: “… we are constrained by our bandwidth”. 536

9.10

Bandwidth requirements are not static but have increased as customer expectations
of quality rise over time. Figure 9.1 illustrates the projected speed requirements for
a range of bandwidth-intensive activities over time.

533

Mr Rohan McMahon, General Manager, Wild Donkey Design and Hosting, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15
August 2013.
534
Mr Michael Green, Owner, Drift Media, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10 September 2013.
535
Mr Laurie Blampied, General Manager, Buller Ski Lifts, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
536
Ibid.
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Figure 9.1. Demand requirements for bandwidth, 2015–2035
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Source: NBN Co, Corporate Plan 2012–2015, NBN Co, Sydney, 2012.

9.11

Mr Thompson said that he had already experienced an improvement under the NBN
interim satellite service, which he hoped would be better still when the NBN’s two
Ka-band satellites are launched in 2015. 537

9.12

Rural and regional communities understand that the NBN’s satellite service will
never match that available from fibre in more populated areas. As Cr Bate explained,
communities have reasonable expectations that should be met by either the private
or public sector:
You will never get 100 per cent and there is a point at which you say to
people, ‘Look, it is your decision to live there. You will have to make
reasonable preparations to ensure that you have the facilities that you
need to operate from there’. But I do not think it is unreasonable … that
they would have an unrealistic expectation of provision of those sorts of
facilities. We are not exactly talking about the remote outback of
Australia. Yes, you are not going to solve everyone’s problem. Some
people are going to have to make those provisions, but I think what we
are arguing for is a reasonable level of service to those communities who
would have every reason to expect a reasonable level of service. That
unfortunately is going to take government intervention, as it has
through the NBN. 538

537
538

Mr Steve Thompson, Principal, Appaloosa Films, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
Cr Russell Bate, Mayor, Mansfield Shire Council, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
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Profile – HC Pro
HC Pro is a photographic and printing company based in Horsham. Its business relies heavily
on the use of digital files or electronic delivery for printing and sending back treated images.
Professional photographers form its main customer base, followed by businesses and
members of the public.
An example of a growing trend for the business is photographs of new babies. The images
arrive with data on date of birth, weight and name provided by the parents via iPads. HC Pro
then produces packages such as announcement cards and printed photographs. An online
ordering system is available, with customers expecting turnaround and delivery within 24–
48 hours.
HC Pro currently relies on an ADSL2 (16 Mbps) connection via its own on-site server site. The
business is located in the Horsham CBD because of its proximity to the town’s exchange. It is
hoped that the NBN will allow faster customer service as well as a stronger signal facilitating
a move to cheaper premises away from the CBD. 539
SUPPLY AND DEMAND

9.13

There should be no doubt that there is a considerable demand for high-speed
broadband throughout rural and regional Victoria. Recent figures show that NBN
Co’s interim satellites are reaching full capacity, with new customers in rural Victoria
being turned away. These customers must rely on existing broadband infrastructure
until NBN Co launches its two satellites. NBN Co only has enough space for 48,000
customers nationally on its interim satellite and has already connected just over
42,000 premises. The new satellites will have capacity for 200,000 customers. 540

9.14

Mr George Fong told the Committee about his experience starting a regional internet
service provider in 1996. Mr Fong said that the number of clients the company
signed up exceeded expectations by as much as five times:
What we found in regional and rural areas was a demand that we found
difficult to meet for a period of at least two to three years between 1994
and 1997 and we had to find very different ways of getting bandwidth in
there to satisfy the demand. At one point in time when we managed to
get services into Ararat the Age reported that it had the highest
domestic uptake of internet connectivity in the Southern Hemisphere.
Whether the Age got its facts right or not, we did know that there were a
lot of people who were demanding services that we simply could not
provide at that particular time.541

9.15

Chattopadhyay argues that demand conditions are more important to broadband
adoption than supply conditions; that is, providing infrastructure alone will not see

539

HC Pro, Site Visit, Horsham, 1 August 2013.
‘NBN satellites near full capacity’, The Age, 15 November 2013.
541
Mr George Fong, Executive Director, Lateral Plains, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
540
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an improved take-up of high-speed broadband. Chattopadhyay adds that take-up is
further determined by the interaction between:
•

Country-level factors: these include income and urbanisation – also of
relevance is comparative and competitive advantages and a willingness to
innovate (and consumers’ willingness to accept / buy into innovation)

•

Technology-specific factors: in particular the network effect, whereby benefit
increases exponentially as the number of adopters and applications grows (also
known as a ‘positive externality’). 542

9.16

In Tasmania, Mr Marcus Bowles from the Institute for Working Futures made a
similar argument around demand factors to the Committee. Discussing the NBN and
its early rollout locations, Mr Bowles said that take-up is high only in areas where
prior high-speed broadband use is high. Thus ‘intensity of use’ explains why the
inner-city Melbourne suburb of Brunswick showed a good take-up of NBN packages,
while Scottsdale in Tasmania, a small town with a low prior adoption of digital
economy practices, did not, despite being the site chosen for the first rollout of the
NBN. 543 Similarly in Washington State in the United States building demand is part of
making a case for provision of services in the region.

9.17

The role of government, then, is to understand these factors as a basis for policy. As
Chattopadhyay says: ‘Regulators may have for long focused on building
infrastructure and regulating suppliers, but for higher adoption, they may also need
to focus on stimulating an environment that encourages adoption by consumers.’ 544

542

Chattopadhyay T, ‘A cross-national study of broadband adoption: an integrated demand–supply
perspective’, Social Science Research Network, 24 September 2011. Also see Mr Michael Green’s evidence on
Phillip Island regarding how the production of local content increases demand and digital literacy among the
wider community.
543
Meeting with Mr Marcus Bowles, Director and Chair, Institute for Working Futures, Launceston, 19
November 2013. The Committee acknowledges that Scottsdale was used to test NBN technology as much as
demand.
544
Chattopadhyay T, ‘A cross-national study of broadband adoption: an integrated demand–supply
perspective’, Social Science Research Network, 24 September 2011.
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Figure 9.2. Factors that affect demand for broadband
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Source: Chattopadhyay T, ‘A cross-national study of broadband adoption: an integrated demand–supply perspective’, Social Science
Research Network, 24 September 2011.

9.18

In its submission to this Inquiry, the Victorian Government, while acknowledging that
telecommunications is a Commonwealth responsibility, states it too has a
responsibility for ‘ensuring regional ICT and broadband infrastructure are in place
…’. 545

9.19

The Committee is aware of several ways in which the public sector is involved in
broadband infrastructure in Victoria. The Victorian Education and Research Network
(VERN) is a dedicated high-speed fibre optic cable network (up to 10 Gbps) covering
five major Victorian research precincts and over 1,800 kilometres. VERN is designed,
built, operated and managed by VERNet, which is comprised of the nine Victorian
universities and the CSIRO. Established in 2004, VERN now connects 200 university
and CSIRO campuses, including 22 hospitals. 546

9.20

In addition, Australia's Academic and Research Network, the not-for-profit company
that operates Australia's National Research and Education Network (NREN) provides
high-speed data lines to parts of regional Victoria. Its shareholders are 38 Australian

545
546

Victorian Government, Submission, Number 23, 8 November 2013, p 3.
See: www.vernet.com.au/; accessed 11 November 2013.
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universities and the CSIRO, 547 with services aimed to support intensive research
activities. 548
9.21

The Victorian Fibre Strategy is investigating how Victoria’s existing
telecommunications infrastructure can be used to support diverse broadband and
mobile networks. The project saw the installation of a $10 million fibre optic cable
and associated infrastructure from Geelong to Warrnambool. VicTrack managed the
design and construction of the fibre optic cable, owns the links, and is responsible for
the network’s operations and maintenance.549

9.22

In July 2013, the Victorian Government released a Call for Collaboration from Private
Sector Partners Wishing to Utilise and Develop the State’s Fibre Network. The
Government is currently negotiating with three respondents, which is expected to
result in the private sector providing new and / or improved services to consumers
and businesses along the fibre optic cable. This may include: ADSL2; ADSL2+; BDSL;
direct fibre optic cable connections; and mobile, broadband, wireless and other
services. 550

9.23

The Committee heard from Mr Alex Green from the Great South Coast Group while
in Port Fairy. Mr Green outlined the current negotiations being undertaken by the
Corangamite Shire to access the Geelong–Warrnambool Vic fibre line. He describes
the potential benefits:
The Geelong–Warrnambool Vic fibre line has been put in place. We have
had people from a number of state government departments come and
talk to us about it. I think that is a real start. Once you actually build the
infrastructure, the opportunities start to emerge. We as a council are
probably going to hook into that line. From talking to our IT manager, it
is clear we are going to cut our IT costs to 40 per cent of what we are
currently spending, and we are going to quadruple or maybe even get
five times the speed we are currently getting. So it is a dramatic cut in
costs and a dramatic increase in capacity. What that means for the
business, who knows? But it can only be good. 551

547

Ibid. For a study on the economic growth experienced by a community in Florida that allowed private sector
access to a publicly owned broadband network see: Ford G and Koutsky T, ‘Broadband and economic
development: a municipal case study from Florida’, Applied Economic Studies, April 2005.
548
For a network map of NREN connections see: http://www.aarnet.edu.au/network; accessed 11 November
2013.
549
See: www.victrack.com.au/statewide-projects/category/improving-access-totelecommunications/victorian-fibre-strategy; accessed 11 November 2013. VicTrack provides
telecommunications services for transport, high bandwidth services to the Victorian Government and acts as a
wholesale provider in the commercial market. It will become a retail service provider when the NBN becomes
available.
550
Hon Louise Asher MP, Minister for Innovation, Services and Small Business, Personal Communication, 23
December 2013.
551
Mr Alex Green, Committee Member, Great South Coast Group, Public Hearing, Port Fairy, 7 November
2013.
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9.24

The Committee applauds Tourism Victoria’s plans to install free WiFi networks at
popular destinations across the state.552

9.25

Speaking about this existing infrastructure, Dr Tim Williams told the Committee:
One of the things I have always recommended — if you live in a regional
area — is the collaboration around access to using the fibre needs to be
negotiated. Again, I think it is a good public sector role for the state
government. If the state government has three or four different
providers of fibre connectivity in most towns in Victoria, there just needs
to be a joining up conversation about access to it ... I think it is critical for
the viability of Victorian towns that in a sense there is a collaboration
structure that is enabled by state government. Instead of just thinking …
that it is all about the new stuff, there is existing stuff that needs to be
better joined up to. I believe it would be useful if your committee could
make some kind of recommendation around better usage of existing
fibre in Victorian towns … I can tell you the cheapest thing to do is to try
to structure a lot of regional conversations about collaborating over the
use of existing fibre. 553

9.26

The 2012 Federal Government report Regional Communications: Empowering digital
communities recommended that NBN Co develop an extension policy for
communities wishing to extend the fibre network to areas not covered by the
original plan. NBN Co released its policy on 12 July 2012. However at the time of
writing, with the change of government following the September 2013 Federal
election, the current state of this policy is unknown. 554

PEAK TIMES

9.27

9.28

For many rural and regional communities in Victoria telecommunications signals
become weak and / or slow during the following times:
•

When school students come home after school and use the internet or start
texting

•

During peak tourist seasons.

Ms Danene Jones of Phillip Island Nature Parks explained that the online
communication system between the ticket office and attractions such as the Penguin
Parade and Koala Conservation Centre often fails during peak times. These include
mid-summer, Easter and the Phillip Island Grand Prix. As a result, the organisation
has to resort to making phone calls between the various attractions to monitor
crowds and ticket sales. Ms Jones said:

552

Tourism Victoria, Annual Report 2012–13, Victorian Government, Melbourne, 2013.
Dr Tim Williams, Chief Executive Officer, Committee for Sydney, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 28 October
2013. See Recommendation 6 at 8.17.
554
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, Regional Communications:
Empowering digital communities [2011–12 Regional Telecommunications Review], Commonwealth of
Australia, Canberra, 2012. See Recommendation 4.7 from that report.
553
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For instance, if the connection here goes down or it goes down in Cowes
at peak times, such as during the grand prix when obviously there is a
higher usage, then we do not know how many tickets they are selling, so
we have to be on the phone pretty much ever half an hour, or they have
to call us before they sell the ticket and say, ‘Are we over capacity yet?’
… That can be quite critical at peak times … 555
9.29

Cr Russell Bate said that Mansfield’s communications “nosedive” during summer, 556
while Mr Steve Thompson spoke about the way in which his work is interrupted
when school students overload capacity:
My nearest tower is at the Pinnacle Valley resort. They have a very small
repeater there and you can see it on busy weekends or once the kids get
home from school – bang, it has just gone; the speed just collapses. You
do not send your files out after about 4.30. I will let them tick away
overnight or something. 557

9.30

Mr Nigel Burrows from ICT company Viatek said a solution to this problem exists in
the form of a dedicated business ‘pipe’, although it does come at a cost:
The CHAIR – So some of the businesses that are your clients actually pay
extra so that they do not get interrupted by the schoolies, you are
saying.
Mr BURROWS – Exactly, because it is dedicated architecture or
dedicated links that the vendor provides to them for a premium fee, but
it becomes a necessity. We have a lot of organisations that come to us
and say, ‘We’ve got an office here and an office here. We are struggling
to get connectivity between the sites’. So there is a lot of technology you
can put in place to make it talk, but it is dependent on how many users
there are, what type of work they are doing, how it is that they are
communicating and what it is that they are actually doing on a computer
system. Is it voice? Is it data? Is it video? What they are actually sharing
across that link will determine our recommendation for the size of the
pipe, and then it comes down to: can they get it? The closer you get to
the city, of course, nine times out of ten the answer is yes, and it is
cheaper. When you come out this way and the further regionally you go:
‘Can we get it?’ ‘Don’t know’ – question mark. If you can, you are limited
to these types of services, and the price then goes up. 558

9.31

Telstra provides a temporary mobile telephone tower for the Port Fairy Folk Festival
to cope when the town’s population temporarily expands from 3,000 to 10,000.559

555

Ms Danene Jones, Communications Executive, Phillip Island Nature Parks, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10
September 2013.
556
Cr Russell Bate, Mayor, Mansfield Shire Council, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
557
Mr Steve Thompson, Principal, Appaloosa Films, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
558
Mr Nigel Burrows, Sales Manager, Viatek, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
559
Cr Ralph Leutton, Moyne Shire Council, Public Hearing, Port Fairy, 7 November 2013.
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TECHNOLOGY DETERMINES WHAT IS POSSIBLE

“While I say that technology is not the driver of this, it is certainly an
enabler and the way that it is leading to a rise in mobility and the ability
to deliver those types of tools to tablets and smartphones is changing
the game rapidly.” Mr Tim Fawcett, Melbourne
“I have worked within the confines of the bandwidth.” Mr David Jones,
Horsham
9.32

In 2004, the Victorian Government predicted that: ‘… broadband will increase the
productive capacity of an economy as more output can be produced with the same
amount of inputs’.560 However, in 2011, the Victorian Government recognised that
infrastructure itself will not deliver economic growth without innovative changes to
business practices (in both the public and private sectors) to make best use of highspeed broadband. 561

9.33

In a recent article in the Australian Financial Review, Tamara Plakalo, former Chief
Executive of the Open Forum think tank, described this situation as a structural
challenge to the Australian economy that can only be met by encouraging
intelligence, supporting the development of Intellectual Property and facilitating the
‘… innovative capacity of the society to take advantage of the digital economy’. 562
Other research considers the important difference between simply building a
network and delivering a ‘networked nation’.563
Figure 9.3. The ICT pyramid

Skills

Technology

Infrastructure
560

ACIL Tasman, Economic Impacts of Broadband Adoption in Victoria: Final report, Multimedia Victoria,
Melbourne, 2004.
561
Victorian Government, Submission to the House of Representatives Infrastructure and Communications
Committee Inquiry into the Role and Potential of the National Broadband Network, Victorian Government,
Melbourne, 2011.
562
‘Both sides miss the point as NBN debate lacks future focus’, Australian Financial Review, 27 August 2013.
563
Williams T, Connecting Communities: The impact of broadband on communities in the UK and its
implications for Australia, Huawei, Sydney, 2011.
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9.34

In relation to telecommuting, good connectivity forms the basis of employees having
the confidence that they will have uninterrupted access to people and networks and
built-in redundancy. Similarly, employers need the confidence of knowing remote
workers’ productivity is not being hampered and that they remain connected at all
times during work hours.564

9.35

This was expressed well by Ms Monica Babine, from the Washington State University
Extension program, who described it as important to ensure:
… resolution of technology redundancy issues through ensuring that
there are systems, switches, and telecommunication links installed to
back up primary resources in case they fail. This is seen as particularly
important for attracting technology based businesses. 565

9.36

Below is a figure that represents how Mr David Jones has used technology
throughout the years.
Figure 9.4. The evolving use of technology

Dial up: late 1990s / early 2000s
Mathematical equations sent down the phone line - animation produced

ADSL: current
Email small files to collaborators in Melbourne and Adelaide - large files sent on disc by mail

NBN / high-speed broadband: future
High definition video of live performers filmed in front of blue screens same-time communication between Natimuk and anywhere in the world

9.37

The freedom of thinking that arises when technology expands and creates
possibilities, spoken about by Mr George Fong, also leads to expectations emerging
from customers that drives further innovation and change. 566 As Mr Smith said in

564

Australian Human Resources Institute, Submission, Number 22, 28 October 2013.
Ms Monica Babine, Senior Associate for Program for Digital Initiatives, Division of Governmental Studies
and Services, Washington State University, 14 May 2013.
566
Mr George Fong, Executive Director, Lateral Plains, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
565
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Ballarat: “… people are getting more used to what they can get out of technology
and what they should be demanding from technology”. 567
9.38

Mr Jock Serong, speaking about his experience as a lawyer in rural and regional
Victoria, suggested that a company’s attitude to ICT can be driven as much by its
customers as by its management:
My experience was always that country people treated a meeting with
their lawyer much like a meeting with their doctor or their dentist, in
that there was a ritualistic element to it. You would put on your good
clothes and you would go and see the solicitor. A lot of those people
were not so inclined to treat interactions with their lawyer in an
unconventional way — you know, ‘Let’s videoconference this, or let’s
Skype it or do whatever else’. It was go in and sit down in a meeting
room with the solicitor and hammer something out. 568

9.39

Similarly, Cr Andy Richards from the City of Greater Geelong was of the belief that
growth in digital literacy in the community increases demand for businesses to
deliver their goods and services online. 569 In other words, a digitally-literate society
will demand digitally-literate businesses.

9.40

Mr Bruce Winzar, Executive Director of Information Services at Bendigo Health spoke
to the Committee about his four key principles of broadband supply:

9.41

•

Availability

•

Affordability

•

Public access

•

Digital inclusion. 570

The following section expands on the concept of digital inclusion in terms of digital
literacy and the digital divide.

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

“Affordability is just as important as physical accessibility.” Mr Todd
Hubers, Barwon Heads
9.42

Digital literacy, a term which simply refers to the ability to use ICT, is a nonnegotiable component of strong economies of the future. The social and economic
costs associated with people not being in work because of poor ICT skills include
increased social security payments and wider economic inefficiencies caused by, for
example, people travelling to complete a transaction that could be done over the
internet.

567

Mr Ross Smith, Managing Director, Aviarc Australia, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
Mr Jock Serong, Editor, Great Ocean Journal, Public Hearing, Port Fairy, 7 November 2013.
569
Cr Andy Richards, Board Member, Geelong Regional Library Corporation, Public Hearing, Barwon Heads, 6
November 2013.
570
Mr Bruce Winzar, Executive Director Information Services, Bendigo Health, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15
August 2013.
568
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9.43

The digital divide refers to the negative socio-economic effects caused by unequal
distribution of ICT skills and access to technology, in particular broadband. Mr Peter
Walton from Infoxchange, a national not-for-profit organisation that uses technology
to address social justice, told the Committee that around 2.3 million households in
Australia are not connected to broadband and 1.8 million households have no
internet connection at all. He added that as of 2015 between 90–95 per cent of jobs
will require employees to have at least basic ICT skills. 571

9.44

Infoxchange runs programs aimed at improving the digital skills of people on the
‘wrong side of the digital divide’ – such as culturally and linguistically diverse
communities, single mothers, low-income earners – delivering the key message that
the digital divide is not exclusively an ICT issue. As Mr Walton said: “Having basic
digital literacy affects the way we live, work and play. It affects your ability to get a
job, keep a job and engage civically and socially. They are core skills for 21st century
living.” 572

9.45

Innovation and Business Skills Australia argues that SMEs can be added to the list of
groups at risk of being on the wrong side of the digital divide.573 Remote
communities are another, which means that broadband not only allows
disadvantaged communities access to goods and services otherwise denied to them,
it partly addresses some of the factors that cause disadvantage, such as geographic
isolation. 574

9.46

A combination of infrastructure, training and bandwidth is necessary for digital skills
programs to be successful. A study of the programs run in public housing estates in
Fitzroy and Collingwood found that an investment of $3 million produced benefits of
around $13 million through the following socioeconomic benefits:
•

Education and employment

•

Communication and connectivity

•

Transactional efficiencies

•

Health and wellbeing. 575

9.47

The study concluded: ‘Providing access to the tool and information that most
Australians enjoy is fundamental to creating a fair and equitable society. Yet beyond
the question of fairness, there is a clear economic imperative for doing so.’ 576

9.48

A 2009 study of digital inclusion in the United Kingdom found the following benefits:

571

Mr Peter Walton, Chief Executive Officer, Infoxchange, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013. In
Ballarat, Ms Emma Conn from KIDS Foundation suggested that governments could provide funding to help notfor-profits become part of the digital economy. As an example, governments could fund upgrades to cloud
computing, which would help reduce costs and improve operations efficiencies.
572
Mr Peter Walton, Chief Executive Officer, Infoxchange, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
573
Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Digital Literacy and E-Skills: Participation in the digital economy,
Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Melbourne, 2013.
574
Econsult Corporation, The Economic Impact of Digital Exclusion, Econsult Corporation, Philadelphia, 2010.
575
Infoxchange and A T Kearney, Assessing the Economic Benefits of Digital Inclusion, Infoxchange, Melbourne,
2013.
576
Ibid, p 12.
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•

Consumer benefits: households offline are missing out on annual savings of
£560 from shopping and paying bills online (although any benefit would be at
the expense of ‘offline retailers’)

•

Education benefits: home access to a computer and the internet is an integral
component of education; the study estimated 1.6 million children were living
in a home without access to the internet

•

Employment benefits: if the current digitally excluded employed people got
online their incomes would increase by an average of £8,300 over their lifetime

•

Government efficiency: switching transactions with the government online
would save between £3.30 and £12.00 each transaction. 577

9.49

A 2010 study on digital exclusion in the United States estimated the cost to the
economy to be in the region of US$55 billion. 578

9.50

At a community meeting in the small town of Glenwood in the United States,
broadband provision was described as a lifeline and the way that a community can
participate in the outside world, albeit with the proviso that this is contingent on
costs being reasonable. Mr Will Saunders, State Director of the Washington State
Broadband Office emphasised that: “Technology must be used for something
productive with the benefits ultimately being felt by the community.” 579

9.51

At the Committee’s hearing in Ballarat Ms Jennifer Cromarty suggested that the
Victorian Government develop a regional-specific telecommunications and digital
engagement policy. Ms Cromarty suggested this plan be modelled on the Gippsland
Broadband Engagement Plan. 580

9.52

Chattopadhyay says: ‘The price of broadband is negatively correlated with the
adoption of broadband technology.’581 Australian households with high incomes
have twice the internet connectivity as those with low incomes.582 The impact of
affordability on the digital divide is shown in the graph below.

577

Price Waterhouse Coopers, Champion for Digital Inclusion: The economic case for digital inclusion, Price
Waterhouse Coopers, Melbourne, 2009. For an evaluation of the UK’s ‘digital champion’ see: Capgemini
Consulting, Evaluating the Work of the UK Digital Champion and Race Online 2012, Capgemini Consulting,
Melbourne, 2012.
578
Econsult Corporation, The Economic Impact of Digital Exclusion, Econsult Corporation, Philadelphia, 2010.
579
Mr Will Saunders, State Director, Washington State Broadband Office, 15 May 2013.
580
Ms Jennifer Cromarty, Director, Socom, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
581
Chattopadhyay T, ‘A cross-national study of broadband adoption: an integrated demand–supply
perspective’, Social Science Research Network, 24 September 2011.
582
Infoxchange and A T Kearney, Assessing the Economic Benefits of Digital Inclusion, Infoxchange, Melbourne,
2013.
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Figure 9.5. Affordability and the digital divide

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (abs.gov.au) – 8146.0.55.001 – Patterns of internet access in Australia, 2006.
Figures refer to weekly household income.

9.53

Examples of digital inequality heard by the Committee throughout this Inquiry
include:
•

Buller Ski Lifts paying 35 per cent more than a Melbourne business for a
comparable service 583

•

Watson’s Mountain Country Trail rides paying $280 a month for a 24 Gb
connection 584 (a comparable business in Melbourne would pay less than $160
per month)

•

Businesses paying between $1,000–1,500 per month for a 2 Mbps
connection.585

RECOMMENDATION 7
That the Victorian Government continue to invest in projects that increase the digital
literacy of employers and employees undertaking telecommuting in rural and regional
Victoria through targeted coaching and industry-specific courses.

583

Mr Laurie Blampied, General Manager, Buller Ski Lifts, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
Mr Michael Watson, Adventure Victoria, Watson’s Mountain Country Trail Rides, Public Hearing, Mansfield,
14 August 2013.
585
Mr Nigel Burrows, Sales Manager, Viatek, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
584

Rural and Regional Committee

157

Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

158

Rural and Regional Committee

10

Our mobile future

KEY MESSAGES

•

Australia has one of the highest levels of use of mobile phones and internet-capable
smartphones in the world.

•

The nature of modern agricultural business practices requires ubiquitous connectivity
and mobility to ensure productivity is not affected.

•

Eradication of mobile black spots throughout rural and regional Victoria must be a high
priority for government.

MOBILE PHONES AND OTHER DEVICES

10.1

Australia has one of the highest levels of use of mobile phones and internet-capable
smartphones in the world. 586 Mobile phones are used as communications tools as
well as a way of transmitting and receiving data, including online transactions. In
2010, one-quarter of Australian mobile phone owners used the phone to make an
online purchase.587 In Australia in 2012, 47 per cent of internet subscribers accessed
the internet via a mobile phone. 588

10.2

The rapid growth of mobile phones and their relation to online information systems
can be seen in the following global statistics:

586

Mr Craig Allan, Director, Marketing and eBusiness, Visionary Group, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
Access Economics, Household E-commerce Activity and Trends in Australia, Department of Broadband,
Communications and the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.
588
Gordon-Smith M, Superfast Broadband: The future is in your hands, McKell Institute, Sydney, 2013.
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•

The number of mobile subscriptions is expected to exceed seven billion and
overtake the world’s population by 2014

•

Mobile broadband subscriptions exceeded fixed broadband subscriptions in
2008

•

Mobile broadband subscriptions now exceed fixed broadband subscriptions by
three times

•

Over 80 per cent of broadband is expected to be mobile by 2016

•

Around 40 per cent of all handsets shipped in 2012 were smartphones. 589

10.3

The significance of this trend for businesses in rural and regional Victoria is that
mobile users are no longer constrained by location. Information now goes to the
user rather than vice versa. User demand is now driving technology changes, which
‘… reverses the trend of previous decades when technological developments came
from government research agencies and the IT departments of large businesses’. 590
This requires businesses to develop new services and products to match changing
consumer habits.

10.4

It was put to the Committee that fibre optics remains crucial to Australia’s future
because of the huge potential to run local and wide-area WiFi networks off
wholesale fibre optics infrastructure.591 The relevance to this Inquiry can be found in
the way people’s smartphones and tablets can be calibrated to switch to WiFi as
soon as they get home. This then reduces mobile congestion and cost, thereby
facilitating telecommuting and e-business opportunities, in particular for rural and
regional businesses. It is hoped that there will be a noticeable improvement in this
technical convergence within the next three-to-four years.592

10.5

Mr Matthew Dummett, Director, Science and Technology Policy at the Department
of State Development, Business and Innovation, predicted a convergence between
fixed and mobile networks underpinned by fibre optic infrastructure:
By that I mean they will start to use more common infrastructure. The
infrastructure that underlies mobile networks is fibre optic and that is
the same infrastructure that underlies fixed networks. It is really a
question of how close that fibre network is to the end customer that
defines the quality of the network and the last link to the customer,
whether it be a mobile or a fixed or a wired network, is going to become
more fluid and more optional. People will be less locked into certain

589

Broadband Commission for Digital Development, The State of Broadband 2013: Universalising broadband,
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, Geneva, 2013.
590
Deloitte Access Economics, Mobile Nation: The economic and social impacts of mobile technology,
Australian Mobile Telecommunications Association, Canberra, 2013, p viii.
591
Mr Tim Fawcett, General Manager, Government Affairs and Policy Public Sector, Cisco Systems, Public
Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013; Mr Matthew Dummett, Director, Science and Technology Policy,
Department of State Development, Business and Innovation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
592
Ms Emma Dawson, Executive Director, Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society, Public Hearing,
Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
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types of technology and they will have a greater range of choices around
how they connect. 593
10.6

A 2010 Access Economics report on the NBN found that mobile data services may
benefit from improvements to the wholesale network made possible by the building
of the NBN.594 A more recent review of the rollout of the NBN recommended that
the previous Federal Government explore the link between fixed and mobile
telecommunications networks, to enable the NBN to improve mobile
telecommunications in regional and remote areas. 595 The Rural and Regional
Committee encourages the Victorian Government to lobby the Federal Government
to reiterate this recommendation.

10.7

Broadband availability remains a critical component of the telecommunications
picture, but is only one of many factors which facilitate mobility. The quality of the
technology in use (including hardware and operating systems), tower capacity, the
backhaul infrastructure and the wider network will all influence the rate of growth in
mobile traffic. All these factors come into play to ensure the capacity for mobility. Up
to a third of global mobile traffic was ‘offloaded’ to fixed networks in 2012. 596 These
networks need to be of sufficient quality to cope with the amount of mobile traffic
being allocated to them.

10.8

Although the mobile network covers about 98 per cent of premises in Victoria, 597
this figure reduces dramatically to only around 80 per cent of land mass covered.598
This has implications for businesses that work outside (i.e. tourism, agriculture) and
for workers who are in transit between places of employment. As well, reliability of a
continuous signal is not guaranteed in all places. The number of ‘black spots’ across
rural and regional Victoria led one witness to label the coverage maps provided by
telecommunications providers as “fantasyland”. 599

10.9

The Committee heard evidence on mobile black spots during its public hearings
across the whole state. A selection of examples from witnesses follows:
•

“It is not unusual to see me standing on my balcony trying to get reception.”
Ms Noelene Gration, Ballarat.

•

“The biggest trouble for me is that mobile phone service is near non-existent
out at our farm at Yaapeet.” Mr Ben Gosling, Horsham.

593

Mr Matthew Dummett, Director, Science and Technology Policy, Department of State Development,
Business and Innovation, Public Hearing, Melbourne, 16 September 2013.
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Access Economics, Impacts of Teleworking under the NBN, Department of Broadband, Communications and
the Digital Economy, Canberra, 2010.
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Joint Committee on the National Broadband Network, Review of the Rollout of the National Broadband
Network, Commonwealth of Australia, Canberra, 2013.
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Broadband Commission for Digital Development, The State of Broadband 2013: Universalising broadband,
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation, Geneva, 2013.
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Mr Matthew Dummett, Director, Science and Technology Policy, Department of State Development,
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•

“What we are experiencing at the moment with the increase in data use is that
our mobile reception is actually shrinking. The technology – the towers – do
not have the capacity to handle everyone’s smartphone and tablet.” Ms Jo
Bourke, Horsham.

•

“I think it is critical to understand that the big problem we have in attracting
people to our area is the black spots we have.” Cr Rob Gersch, Horsham.

•

“An example is a lady who had a phone with Orange up here … Our phone was
working but hers was not, so there is the reverse situation of not being able to
communicate with the customer. Most of it is time wasting for us. We are
going around in circles when we should be able to get the job done a lot
quicker and more efficiently.” Ms Briana Seaton, Mansfield.

•

“In the half-hour drive from Jamieson to Mansfield this morning I was out of
communications for 20 minutes and that is on the Midland Highway
technically.” Cr Russell Bate, Mansfield.

•

“As a person who moves around our shire, quite often you find dropout is
quite a normal thing and that is pretty disappointing in northern Victoria.” Cr
Paul Jarman, Echuca.

•

“In South Gippsland especially, because it has hilly terrain, the sight distance
for the mobile networks are compromised, because they need line of sight.”
Mr Tim Tamlin, Phillip Island.

•

“As a salesperson I am on the phone a lot of the time. I have Bluetooth 600 in my
car. I am always on it. Between here and lots of places you just do not have the
ability to be connected.” Mr Nigel Burrows, Traralgon.

•

“There are quite a few black spots between Melbourne and Bendigo too, but
between Melbourne and here is just atrocious. That means less productivity
and less work.” Ms Sally-Ann Watson, Traralgon.

10.10 However, regional Victorians do have a sense of humour and the occasional need for
isolation, as Ms Karen Chisholm revealed: “The Moonambel township is just over the
other side of the ridge from us and we were saying before that on Friday nights the
Moonambel pub is a great place because there is no mobile reception, so nobody
can ring you. So we have been known to hide there for that reason.” 601
10.11 The Australian Communications Consumer Action Network reports that 78 per cent
of complaints regarding mobile phone calls relate to people unable to make calls in
areas where coverage is said to exist, a situation the organisation describes as ‘of
serious concern’.602
10.12 The use of mobile data in the agriculture sector is already high and continuing to
grow at a rapid rate. The data is related to, for example: moisture probes; GPS
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A hands-free mobile system.
Ms Karen Chisholm, Director, Saki Computer Services, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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Australian Communications Consumer Action Network, ‘The future of mobile coverage in Australia’,
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systems; seeding; and fertilisers. 603 All of these components are vital to successful
modern agriculture, which underlines the need for strong and reliable mobile signals
throughout rural and regional Victoria.
10.13 Equally important is the fact that, since the deregulation of the grain markets,
farmers are more active in real-time pricing and selling of grain. As Mr Ben Gosling
explained to the Committee, farmers need to be in constant contact with marketers,
agronomists and others in the supply chain:
All the things on offer that we should be able to do with buying and
selling grain are all different now. You do not just sell it to the silo; you
sell all year round. A deal can be open for half an hour during the day,
you will get a phone call and you will not get the message until that
evening and that might have cost you $10,000 for the day ... I
understand that they cannot put a tower everywhere, because there are
not a lot of people up there, but we are businesspeople, too. That really
is hard going … 604
10.14 Modern agricultural business practices also involve uploading large amounts of
traceability data, information on provenance and data-heavy marketing material. Mr
Bruce Anson, Chief Executive Officer, City of Warrnambool and Chair, Barwon South
West RDA, argued that the agriculture sector in rural and regional Victoria will only
remain competitive on the world markets when it fully embraces ‘smart technology’,
including farming methods and logistics. 605
10.15 As with mobile phones, mobile or smart devices (tablets such as iPads) ‘… have far
exceeded their original ability as basic communications tools to become tools for
information gathering and display’. 606 As such, they are ‘… critical in the digital
strategies of business’ 607 – a trend that is only set to gather pace.
10.16 Global mobile data is increasing by 50 per cent each year. This indicates extensive
use of high-bandwidth applications, such as cloud services and high-definition
videoconferencing. In addition, these devices are designed to function best through
continual access to the internet: receiving system updates and live data streams.
Mobile subscriptions for PCs and tablets are also expected to grow significantly, to
the point where they will overtake fixed broadband subscriptions.608
10.17 This growing diversity in devices reflects the trend of consumers choosing a different
device dependent on their needs and mobility. Estimates predict that the number of
networked devices (mobile plus connected objects) overtook the world’s population
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Ms Jo Bourke, Executive Director, Wimmera Development Association, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July
2013; Ms Lisa Kapperer, Human Resources Manager, Kagome, Public Hearing, Echuca, 15 August 2013.
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Mr Ben Gosling, Owner, Gosling Design, Public Hearing, Horsham, 31 July 2013.
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Mr Bruce Anson, Chair, RDA Barwon South West, Public Hearing, Port Fairy, 7 November 2013.
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‘Huawei’s CEO: the innovation journey to 5G and beyond’, Forbes Asia, 26 August 2013.
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Deloitte Access Economics, Mobile Nation: The economic and social impacts of mobile technology,
Australian Mobile Telecommunications Association, Canberra, 2013, p iii.
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Mr Matthew Dummett, Director, Science and Technology Policy, Department of State Development,
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in 2011 and may reach 50 billion connected objects by 2020. 609 One example of how
this change affects businesses was seen in the planning for the new Geelong library
and heritage centre, which has reduced its original plan to install 80 personal
computers to 40 computers and a number of mobile devices. 610 Increasingly,
individuals will bring their own devices with the expectation of access to the internet
being provided by the library or business.
10.18 SMEs can facilitate business transactions via mobile devices through optimising their
websites so they recognise the sort of device they are being viewed on and adapt
accordingly. Ms Liz Boughton told the Committee that as the number of people who
access the internet via a mobile device grows many businesses are missing out on
reaching customers. She said: “People have got all these amazing websites –
completely useless for half of the people accessing online … If it is not working on
the small screen, then you are not getting your information out there on ecommerce.” 611
10.19 Mr Chris Dallinger told the Committee that 25 per cent of the total web traffic for his
Island Healing business is from mobile sites, an almost five-fold increase on just two
years ago, and an increase in phone call inquiries. Mr Dallinger had recently started
another business, Mooka Mobile, which optimises websites for a diverse range of
devices. 612
10.20 The number of Australian SMEs that have optimised their websites for mobile
devices has almost doubled, to 17 per cent in 2013. This figure is up from nine per
cent in 2012 and five per cent in 2011. 613
Profile – John and Kerry Steel
The Steels are lamb and grain farmers based in Laanecoorie who the Committee visited on
18 July 2013. They rely on direct marketing – especially for crop prices, which change
frequently – and satellite imagery for precision agriculture. Because of this they are reliant
on dependable telecommunications services. The Committee learnt that bigger grain
harvesters track prices while they’re out harvesting to lock in best prices, while smaller
operators are more likely to pay for this service.
A Telstra coverage map indicates that the Steels should have consistent coverage, but this is
not the case. Although the Steels would not qualify as a ‘black spot’, as there is a signal, it is
not consistent or strong. WiFi works inside the house but not outside. The technology is only
effective if it works consistently – without the confidence of good connectivity farmers are
less likely to fully adopt the technology.
The Committee also spoke with Mr Andrew Whitlock and Ms Judy Crocker from Precision
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Agriculture, who the Steels work with. It would seem that industries servicing agriculture
have the most to benefit from improved connectivity though the rapid growth of new ideas.
Precision Agriculture still produces hard copies of maps because of the lack of connectivity
for some of its customers, although it is phasing these out for electronic maps only. One
image might be 3 Gb in size.
Precision Agriculture is training more farmers in how to use iPads out in the paddock, but
update remains low because unreliable connectivity impedes full utilisation of the
technology. However, this technology is undoubtedly the future – GPS systems are getting
cheaper and yield maps that guide seeding and fertilising according to soil condition and
type are very efficient. ‘Variable rate management’ is one such technology, which relies on
cloud computing.
It was put to the Committee that Australia leads the world in the application of precision
agriculture. However, Australia’s infrastructure is poor compared to equivalent countries
elsewhere.
For a study on the Armidale Smart Farm and agriculture’s place in the digital economy see:
Griffith C, Heydon G, Lamb D et al, Smart Farming: Leveraging the impact of broadband and
the digital economy, CSIRO and University of New England, Canberra, 2013. 614
10.21 The Committee notes the Federal Government’s commitment of $100 million
funding for a mobile black spots program. The Committee supports comments made
by Mr Matthew Dummett, who argued that telecommunications companies focus
their services on densely populated areas; however, connectivity must be continuous
across the state – throughout whole train routes, for example – to ensure
productivity is not affected. Mr Dummett said:
The mobile network had been left to commercial forces to determine
levels of coverage and where extending that coverage was not a
commercial prospect it was not happening. There are pent-up
productivity gains and economic gains, as you say, from achieving that,
that do not necessarily come back to the telecommunications provider
but that are of importance to the state. That has been recognised
through advocacy and I suggest that the Coalition Government’s mobile
black spots program is consistent with what that advocacy was over the
past few years ...
Mr DRUM – That is $100 million, but what sort of impact is $100 million
going to have across the nation?
Mr DUMMETT – Very limited and we need to prioritise where it is used
on a pretty sound basis. 615
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10.22 The Committee notes the Victorian Government’s comments in its submission to this
Inquiry that it is ‘… considering how best to respond to the black spots program to
ensure that it is implemented in a way that maximises mobile coverage for
Victorians’. 616 The Rural and Regional Committee encourages the Victorian
Government to lobby the Federal Government, to remove mobile black spots
throughout Victoria.
10.23 As well, the Committee supports the Australian Communications Consumer Action
Network’s recommendation at the Broadband Today Alliance National Seminar in
Canberra on 20 November 2013:
The government undertake an in-depth study of regional and remote
mobile communications, including what existing infrastructure can be
utilised to extend coverage. Particular attention should be paid to the
Broadband for the Bush Alliance (B4BA) discussion paper: 'Extending
remote cellular mobile communications'. 617
10.24 As Cr Paul Jarman from the Shire of Campaspe told the Committee: “It is those real
life issues that are front and centre at the moment, let alone starting to talk about
the future. That is the here and now that we are dealing with.” 618
SPECTRUM

10.25 The growth in mobile data traffic has increased demand for mobile bandwidth and
spectrum, with some suggesting a need for an increase in spectrum efficiency by as
much as ten times the current efficiency. 619
10.26 In its submission to this Inquiry, the Victorian Government discussed how this
pressure on spectrum will affect telecommuting: ‘Telecommuters will need high
Quality of Service (QoS) in terms of mobile and broadband network performance –
sufficient bandwidth, low latency and high service availability.’ 620
10.27 In Australia, the mobile telecommunications industry has undertaken a range of
activities to increase service provision. This includes the expansion of available
spectrum for mobile communications, and the optimisation of communications using
existing channels. In the first instance, more than $10 billion has been invested in
mobile networks, spectrum purchases and spectrum licence reissue fees between
2011–2013. In the second, the industry is also engaged in plans for the roll out of
next-generation mobile data and broadband services. 621
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10.28 One solution for improving mobile spectrum is the offloading of mobile data to fixed
networks. There is a line of thought that the increasing dominance of devices
connected to mobile telephone networks makes fixed networks, in particular in the
home, redundant. However, evidence received by the Committee argues that an
absence of fixed networks in the home – usually found in people logging on to a
personal WiFi signal from a router set up somewhere in the home – would soon see
networks overloaded. 622 The bandwidth available from optical fibre fixed-line
networks is many times greater than other technologies, including mobile telephone
networks. 623
10.29 Another solution may be found in the innovative use of ‘white spaces’. White spaces
are the frequencies between radio and television channel frequencies. These are
designed to work as a barrier between the broadcasted channels to avoid
interference. When applying for frequency allocation from the Australian
Communications and Media Authority, broadcasters make allowances for these
white spaces.
10.30 First proposed in the US in 2007,624 the use of white spaces for transmitting signals
for internet connectivity has been raised by industry leaders such as Microsoft,
Google, Dell and Samsung. These companies formed the White Spaces Coalition
(now the Wireless Innovation Alliance), which lobbies the US Federal Government
and the Federal Communications Commission to require broadcasters to assign
these unused frequencies towards providing high-speed internet services.
10.31 A particular benefit of using white spaces for broadband is the increase in range
compared to mobile internet transmissions. Television frequencies can project
further and are less inhibited by blockages such as trees and mountains, hence
reducing the need for repeater towers.
10.32 This high-speed internet (also called Super WiFi) has been tested and found effective
in several locations in the United States where geography has impeded ‘traditional’
telecommunications signals (hilly and mountainous areas such as that found in
Gippsland, for example).625,626
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For example: Meeting with Mr Michael Courtney, Owner, Courtney Statewide Computer Services,
Scottsdale, 19 November 2013.
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10.33 In the United States, the Federal Communications Commission has run an ‘incentive
auction’ to encourage broadcasters to sell their licences to clear spectrum and
enable it to be redesigned for mobile broadband use. 627
10.34 The Committee notes the recent move by the Federal Government to move Australia
to digital television in order to free up the analogue spectrum for other
telecommunications uses. The Committee also notes the new Federal Government’s
plans to carry out a national broadband audit to rank broadband quality and
availability across Australia. 628 The Rural and Regional Committee encourages the
Victorian Government to monitor these developments in ‘white spaces’ and
spectrum availability, with a view to improving connectivity in regional Victoria.
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Broadband Commission for Digital Development, The State of Broadband 2013: Universalising broadband,
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The National Broadband
Network

KEY MESSAGES

•

High-speed broadband is essential infrastructure which acts as an enabler supporting
growth of the digital economy.

•

The greatest benefits of high-speed broadband will only be achieved by businesses
making the most effective use of the infrastructure.
‘The real potential of NBN doesn’t lie in digital consumption. It lies in the
ability of every premises connected to the NBN to become an active
player in the digital economy …’. ‘Both sides miss the point as NBN
debate lacks future focus’, Australian Financial Review, 27 August 2013

THE MISSING LINK

11.1

Arguments about the need for some sort of national broadband network have long
been debated. Mr Steve Stanton, an ICT business owner in Wodonga, spent ten
years working as a network and security specialist for Telstra before starting his own
business. He told the Committee what he had learnt about the state of Australia’s
internet network:
Being in Telstra for ten years and looking after what I did and
experiencing the unfortunate state of decay of the network, I know that
we need a new national network throughout Australia and that there is
no way that we are going to be able to provide particularly cloud-based
services in the volume that people want without speeds in excess of 100
meg. You only have to go to businesses of five to ten PCs. They are all
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siphoning off one internet connection, all their files are up in the cloud
and it is just not going to work. They are already draining it now.
Home-based users are draining it. People in just a small family now have
five-to-ten devices at home. The TV is sucking the internet, their mobile
phones are all on the wireless internet and all the kids have a computer
for school and they have iPads — you name it. They are all wanting more
and more, but the services in the street just are not up to speed to feed
them, pure and simple. At the end of the day, it is hard to get blood out
of a stone. I can tell you now that the current state of the cable of the
copper network particularly in most of Australia is very poor. 629
11.2

National uniformity in the availability of high-speed connectivity at the premise is
essential if regional business is to compete with the world. High-speed broadband is
essential infrastructure which acts as an enabler supporting growth of the digital
economy, 630 in the same way that the supply of cheap power from the Latrobe
Valley gave Victoria a significant global advantage and enabled the economic
innovations of recent history. There are parallels in fair and ubiquitous supply of high
bandwidth internet connectivity to give our economic base global advantages in the
information age.

11.3

The OECD argues that governments across the world have successfully lead many
major ICT innovations, especially around ICT infrastructure, 631 a situation which is
replicated in Australia where companies have shown interest in supplying services
but not building infrastructure.632 In Ballarat, Mr George Fong said the Federal
Government took on the responsibility for building the NBN because “… the market
was not going to fix the problems of connectivity …”. 633

11.4

Mr Fong added that poor broadband restricts thinking on what is possible for
businesses to achieve and that the NBN has triggered a removal of this constraint:
One of the psychological effects of the announcement of the NBN and
then NBN II in 2009 was that a whole bunch of people, including
councils, and most importantly councils in the western area, started to
free up their thinking, saying, ‘What could we do if we had this sort of
bandwidth?’. That leaked over into the business community … 634

11.5

Mr Fong gave an example of the way high-speed broadband can reshape the
business environment: the Grampians Rural Health Alliances, a high-speed network
that connects health alliances in western Victoria thereby boosting communications
between the alliances. He said: “What it set was a precedent that said, ‘This can

629
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work if in fact the bandwidth is available’ … That project today sustains the health
alliances across the western Victorian area and is now a mainstay of how those
hospitals work.” 635
11.6

Others comments representative of the positive evidence heard from many
witnesses regarding the NBN include: viewing it as a determinant of Australia being
globally competitive; 636 comparing it with a high-speed railway line; 637 considering
the NBN to be the equivalent of other essential services such as electricity and
water; 638 and seeing it as a facilitator for the greater uptake of telecommuting across
rural and regional areas. 639

11.7

The NBN provides peak wholesale speeds to internet service providers, who in turn
provide services to customers. The wholesale speeds are designed in five tiers:
•

12 Mbps download; 1 Mbps upload

•

25 Mbps download; 5 Mbps upload

•

25 Mbps download; 10 Mbps upload

•

50 Mbps download; 20 Mbps upload

•

100 Mbps download; 50 Mbps upload.640

11.8

At the time of writing it was expected that fixed wireless and satellite services would
deliver either of the first two tiers, with fibre optic cabling delivering one of the
three fastest speeds.

11.9

The previous Federal Government planned to connect all eligible premises in
Australia directly to the network with fibre cables with no connection fees.
Wholesale prices were capped – for example, $24 per month for 12 Mbps download
/ 1 Mbps upload speeds, with prices increasing for greater capacity. The prices were
frozen for five years with any subsequent increases limited to less than the rate of
inflation. The current Federal Government’s wholesale prices are also capped
nationally and it has estimated that in 2021, wholesale prices will be $38 per month
and retail prices $66 per month. Users who want to upgrade fibre connections from
the node to the home will pay the cost of the extension.641

11.10 The previous Federal Government’s plan for the NBN was for fibre to cover 93 per
cent of the population, the wireless network four per cent and the final three per
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cent to be covered by satellite. The new Coalition Government’s plan will still see
fibre-to-the-premises rolled out to 22 per cent of the population (mostly through
new estates where no ‘legacy infrastructure’ exists to be upgraded 642). The
remaining coverage will be a combination of fibre to the node / fixed wireless (71
per cent) and fixed wireless / satellite (seven per cent). 643
11.11 Following the recent Federal Election the Communications Minister announced that
NBN Co will continue connecting fibre to homes where construction has started, as
well as testing broadband technologies that extend the life of the existing copperbased local network. Long-term changes to the project, including terminating the
fibre-to-the-home rollout, will depend on the outcome of three reviews: a strategic
review; a cost–benefit analysis; and an independent audit. The strategic review,
which is expected to last 60 days, was planned to be conducted by NBN Co at the
appointment of a new board. 644 The new board was appointed in the second week
of November 2013.
11.12 In its submission to the Inquiry into the Role and Potential of the National Broadband
Network, the Victorian Government stated:
The Victorian Government strongly supports the view that the
availability and quality of existing national broadband infrastructure and
services are generally inadequate for existing needs in some areas, and
without sustained infrastructure investment, currently adequate services
will fall behind community expectations within the next ten years. 645
11.13 In its submission to this Inquiry it adds that the NBN must provide ‘… affordable,
ubiquitous access to high quality broadband infrastructure (wireless and fixed), that
meets the service needs of Victorians’. 646
FAST DOWN AND FAST UP

11.14 The speed that an individual actually experiences will be affected by a combination
of factors, including:
•

A person’s equipment

•

The quality of the connection between the house and the exchange

•

The capacity of the backhaul from the exchange to the network backbone
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•

The amount of traffic at a site’s server

•

The capacity of the international cables (for international traffic). 647

11.15 Another factor is the availability and use of local data centres which allow local
storage of content and affect speed and cost of information retrieval.
11.16 In Scottsdale, Mr Michael Courtney, owner of Courtney Statewide Computer
Services, told the Committee that businesses should upgrade equipment provided by
retail internet service providers to ensure maximum speed with the NBN. Mr
Courtney, who moved to Scottsdale to become connected to the NBN, said that
although the standard equipment is sufficient for domestic use, business users will
need to undertake upgrades of equipment like routers to commercial-grade models.
He added that three benefits to his business of signing up to an NBN package were:
•

Improved reliability (he has only been offline two hours in three years)

•

Large savings on his telephone bill

•

Large time savings with remote desk top support through improved
uploading.648

11.17 Other evidence suggests that some of the problems associated with the early stages
of the NBN rollout lie with the retail internet service providers – for example,
customers not receiving advertised speeds; lack of technical support; and equipment
not being compliant with the NBN.649
11.18 While some witnesses the Committee spoke with did not favour either fibre-to-thepremises or fibre-to-the-node – instead just encouraging the rapid completion of
whatever mode is finally chosen – the fibre-to-the-home option was the more
popular in regional areas, particularly for the superior upload speeds it enables. For
example, Mr Carl Sudholz said:
The fibre-to-the-home story is essential for us to be able to create
productive businesses and services that are directly business related but
also across all other sectors of the economy. It is about delivering
services to the home, but it is also about enabling the home to be able to
participate … and that is why it is so important for regional Australia –
the fibre-to-the-home story – because it basically means that you could
run any business that you can run in Melbourne from Horsham. 650
11.19 In Traralgon, Mr John Calabro argued that fibre-to-the-premises is required to
support home-based businesses that upload a lot of data:
Fibre-to-the-home and not fibre-to-the-node – all this kind of talk is just
ludicrous. I am on the internet 90 per cent of my day. My whole server is
backed up on the internet, so I need a good connection for that to be
647
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constantly updating. The files we deal with are three and four gigabytes
at a time when we do video work. How do you upload a three gig video if
your internet is slow? … All other policies aside – I do not care what side
of politics you fall on – that is a no-brainer to me. 651
11.20 Mr David Male stated that ADSL links may be sufficient for current domestic
downloading requirements. He noted, however, that future demand, in particular
the ability to upload content (large amounts of data for business, education or
health purposes such as videoconferencing, for example) will necessitate upgrading
to the fibre optic infrastructure of the NBN.652 This is because the upload rate for
existing DSL is rarely more than one-quarter of the download rate of the NBN,
meaning copper ADSL networks are unsuitable for high-bandwidth two-way
applications such as videoconferencing.653
11.21 In Scottsdale, where the NBN is available, Mr Courtney told the Committee about
two university students who are living in Scottsdale and videoconferencing with a
campus in Melbourne to complete a subject that is not available at their local
university. Mr Courtney said that the poor broadband available prior to the NBN
would have seen the students either not do that subject or leave Scottsdale. 654
11.22 Mr Barrie Sutherland argued that the growth in mobile devices makes fibre-to-thenode a suitable option. Speaking with Torquay in mind he said: “Forget about the old
copper in the ground. Run fibre-optic to a couple of big nodes like Surf City Plaza or
the CBD and go out, bang, with wireless technology from there.” 655
UNCERTAINTY

“It always seems to be about ‘chocolates tomorrow’ and ‘When it’s here,
then we’ll get more excited about it’.” Mr John Collins, Ballarat
11.23 Uncertainty about the final form the NBN will take is a cause of great consternation
for rural and regional Victorians.
11.24 Ms Noelene Gration, who facilitated several NBN-funded workshops, said that the
project had been talked about for so long that people in remote areas in particular
have their doubts that it will ever arrive. This makes it difficult to envision a future
that features high-speed broadband. As an example, this uncertainty is preventing a
greater use of the sorts of social media that use large files by businesses restricted
by low monthly data limits. 656
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11.25 RDA Barwon South West’s Ms Lyn Moore said the uncertainty is acting as a barrier to
a greater take-up of telecommuting. 657
11.26 NBN Co provides updates on the rollout progress on its website. 658 However, it has
been reported that the NBN’s Ready for Service list ‘… will only be available via the
NBN Co sales portal, which isn't open to the public. Instead the government will
issue a weekly progress report indicating the overall number of premises passed,
premises serviceable and services activated. These national figures will not
breakdown the rollout to specific locations.’ 659
Profile – Warrenmang Vineyard and Resort
Warrenmang Vineyard and Resort is a 250-acre estate located just outside Moonambel,
about two hours from Melbourne and one hour from Ballarat and Bendigo. In addition to
being a successful commercial winery, selling wines both in Australia and overseas,
Warrenmang Vineyard and Resort is the home of a resort and conference venue with a
restaurant and accommodation attached.
Both the resort and its wines have won numerous tourism and business awards. As well,
Warrenmang was one of only three Victorian vineyards to be selected by the Sydney
Olympics Broadcast Organisation to be featured in a documentary series broadcast across
the world.
The resort is affected by very poor signals and download limit ($600 a month for 120 Gb
which is exceeded very quickly – there is no wireless – leading to extra costs) and the
business is suffering because of it. Holiday and business customers expect connectivity – a
big change from a few years ago when people were willing to pay for an internet
connection. Bookings can be lost when the signal drops with people unwilling to hold a
conference here if they can’t get good broadband. A server in Ballarat backs up all of their
data, along with hiring a staff member in Ballarat to do marketing and bookings.
Warrenmang Vineyard and Resort recently worked with local businesses to try and
overcome internet and phone connectivity issues in the Shire, by making a business case to
Telstra for a ‘group deal’. Unfortunately, nothing eventuated from the plan.

SKILLS TRAINING

“I am strongly of the belief that alongside the physical infrastructure
rollout the NBN will be disappointing unless we educate people’s desire
to use it.” Dr Tim Williams, Melbourne
“Too much emphasis has been put on the technology and not enough on
the benefits.” Mr Stephen Pykett, Traralgon
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11.27 In 2009, Access Economics argued that Australian businesses were not taking full
advantage of the broadband available at that time and that new applications and
services were yet to be developed. 660 Mr Michael Green agreed, stating that the
technical infrastructure is relegated by good business practices: “It is not about
saying, ‘As soon as I get a big, fat, fast pipe it is suddenly going to change’. If I have
got archaic business practices, then I am probably going to fall over anyway.” 661
11.28 Access Economics makes the point that the greatest benefits of high-speed
broadband will only be achieved by businesses making the most effective use of the
infrastructure.662 Of particular importance for SMEs in rural and regional Victoria is
the ability to contribute to and benefit from the increased business networking
opportunities made available with high-speed broadband.663
11.29 However, arguments about NBN preparation are divided between those who think
businesses need training to be prepared for the arrival of the NBN – to ‘hit the
ground running’ – and those who believe that the network needs to be rolled out
before businesses will be able to understand what they are capable of achieving
using the NBN. Mr Ian Fry gave the Committee an example of a manufacturer in
Ballarat whose business practices would improve with knowledge and use of highspeed broadband:
Every night he would get a copy of his files – he lived in Melbourne – and
he would take them home, change them, bring them back, put them on
his PC and let his office girl then work on the file. I said, ‘Well, if you put
that in the cloud using broadband, you would be able to access it
anywhere. If you go on holidays, you can look at your cash flow, look at
your P and L anywhere. Your office girl can change it, and at the same
time you would have those changes instantly’. That is one use of the
NBN. Unfortunately he did not know what the cloud was or what highspeed broadband was, but that was not his business. So just getting the
message out like that on simple things is going to help businesses for
sure. 664
11.30 This economic shift lead Mr Marcus Bowles to argue that rural and regional Victoria
needs to develop policies that encourage a more knowledge-based economy. In
particular, this means developing not simply an ICT workforce policy, but rather a
workforce policy with a strong ICT component.665
11.31 RDA Gippsland has the view to “… get the damn thing rolled out as fast as we can
and then we will leverage it to the absolute maximum”. 666 On a similar line, RDA
Gippsland argued that “… we as a region need to understand … what opportunities
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are going to arise and how we are going to operate differently when the NBN is
actually rolled out”.667
11.32 The previous Federal Government announced it was providing $5 million over four
years (from 2013–14) to ten national industry peak bodies, to enable SMEs and notfor-profits to develop digital business kits to take full advantage of the NBN. 668
Profile – Taltarni Vineyards, Moonambel
Taltarni’s owner, John Goelet, a direct descendant of the Guestier wine merchant family of
Bordeaux, purchased Taltarni Vineyard in 1972 after conducting a worldwide search for a
site comparable to the vineyards of Bordeaux. Today, Taltarni combines old-world traditions
with new-world techniques to produce a diverse range of French-inspired still wines and
traditionally crafted sparklings.
Taltarni’s global distribution range includes Asia, Europe and North America. Taltarni offers
online sales via its website and also has a presence on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and the
travel website Trip Advisor. On-site, visitors can rent a four bedroom chateau located in the
heart of the vineyard.
Taltarni is a multinational company: its head office in based in the United States; its book
keeping is done in Baltimore; and it owns wineries in the US, France and Australia (with staff
in Brisbane, Melbourne and Ballarat).
The business is definitely ready for the NBN – they know what they want to do with it – and
consider it part of business to keep up to date with technology. The NBN is going near, but
the mountain between Avoca and the vineyard blocks wireless signals and putting up a relay
tower is problematic. They have installed their own tower for mobile signals, plus General
Manager Mr Jacques Olivier installed his own 4G antenna on his house. However, he can’t
get business rates or packages from Telstra, which makes this service expensive. (At the
time of writing the University of Ballarat was investigating the use of redundant television
towers.)
Taltarni would like to make use of video for promotion, but connectivity is too poor here. A
stronger signal would also facilitate better wholesaling arrangements with Coles and
Woolworths and better use of cloud computing. A Telstra BDSL link is on-site with a second
3G link added. The BDSL link is used for outgoing data, 3G for incoming data. Basing servers
off-site was investigated but was not found to be viable because of the type of work
(finance in particular) done at Moonambel.
Taltarni encourages telecommuting, mostly among managers who have their own KPIs and
how they meet the targets is up to them. Mr Olivier said that it would be very difficult to
attract good staff without offering flexible working arrangements.
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11.33 A key message the Committee brought back from its study trip to the United States
was the efforts small communities make to guarantee that demand for broadband
exists before beginning negotiations with broadband suppliers. 669 On a similar line,
Mr Marcus Bowles spoke to the Committee about the need for pre-rollout strategies
to be carried out in communities prior to delivery of the NBN. Mr Bowles said that
understanding the ‘intensity of broadband use’ in a community is a reliable predictor
of the likely take-up of the NBN.670
11.34 For an analysis on skills in demand by SMEs in three of the earliest NBN rollout sites
see: Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Post-NBN Impact on Enterprises and ESkills, Innovation and Business Skills Australia, Melbourne, 2013. These skills include:
developing ICT strategies to support a business case; setting up networks for a home
office; and developing e-business capability.
Profile – Sparx Systems
Based in Creswick, Sparx Systems specialises in high-performance and scalable visual
modelling tools for the planning, design and construction of software intensive systems. It
was established in 1996. Sparx Systems is a leading vendor of innovative solutions based on
the Unified Modelling Language and its related specifications and is a Contributing Member
of the Object Management Group (an international, open membership, not-for-profit
computer industry standards consortium).
The company’s flagship product, Enterprise Architect, has received numerous accolades
since its commercial release in August 2000. Over 300,000 Enterprise Architect licenses have
been sold globally. The user base is located predominantly in North America and Western
Europe and also enjoys strong support in Asia and South America.
Founder Mr Geoff Sparks previously worked at IBM in Ballarat but lived in Castlemaine. He
drove through Creswick each day and liked it enough to move there. The product is a ‘tool’
so doesn’t need much bandwidth to send and download (although a reliable signal is
important). It was originally designed on dial up and now they have hosting providers
overseas. As the product was put online straight away the physical location of where Mr
Sparks started his business was irrelevant.
Around 95 per cent of sales are international – they have partners overseas; e-commerce
providers based in Germany handle the financial side of things and all the overseas
transactions, tax, standards etc.; plus sister companies in key markets, Japan and Austria.
The product is translated into Japanese, Chinese, French, German and Spanish.
Sparx Systems employees 40 people, mostly from the local area (including Ballarat because
of the good services it offers) as well as some in Melbourne working a couple of days a week
at home. However, the collaborative nature of design work and coding means
telecommuting only really works for sales staff.
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Sparx Systems ‘Enterprise Architect’ is used by companies of all sizes, from large, wellknown multinational organisations to smaller independent companies and consultants.
Enterprise Architect is also deployed across a wide range of industries, including: aerospace;
banking; web development; engineering; finance; medicine; military; research; academia;
transport; retail; utilities (gas, electricity etc.); and electrical engineering.
In 2012, Sparx Systems won the Victorian iAward in the ‘Tools and Infrastructure’ strategy.

A CALL FOR LOBBYING

11.35 In its submission to this Inquiry, the Committee for Gippsland is representative of
many in rural and regional Victoria – and perhaps the whole nation – in lobbying for
the NBN to reach more towns faster. 671 Some bodies such as the Shire of Campaspe,
recognising that whatever the plan and timeline some towns simply have to be last,
have called for intervening assistance for towns at the end of the waiting list. 672
11.36 The Victorian Government is committed to providing ‘… clear advocacy and
appropriate input to the Commonwealth throughout the current NBN review
process in support of producing improved rollout outcomes for Victoria’.673
RECOMMENDATION 8
That the Victorian Government lobby the Federal Government for better mobile
connectivity and rollout of the National Broadband Network to regional Victoria as a
priority, particularly regarding towns not currently included on the fixed line rollout
schedule.
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KEY MESSAGES

•

Establishment of economically sustainable ‘hubs’ – also known as ‘shared working
spaces’, ‘coworking spaces’ and ‘smart working centres’ – in rural and regional Victoria
would be of great benefit.

•

Successful hubs encourage interaction between clients to create a synergy, or crosspollination, of ideas and facilitate new business.

•

Hubs may provide an antidote to the social isolation that can result from working
remotely.

•

Hubs may help communities at the tail end of NBN infrastructure delivery.

•

Government support for hubs in regional Victoria may include taking up anchor tenancy.

•

Establishment of hubs must be demand led and economically sustainable to succeed.
“The answer is that these are environments, rather than just offices.” Dr
Tim Williams, Melbourne
“The magic of them is that once people are in a room together, that is
when ideas about what it could be used for start to really blossom.” Ms
Uschi Steedman, Mansfield
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WHAT IS A HUB?

12.1

The Committee heard a great deal of evidence about the concept of ‘hubs’ – also
known as ‘shared working spaces’, ‘coworking spaces’ and ‘smart working centres’.
Hubs are places that offer rented office space to people, usually freelancers and
small start-ups, for set periods of times. These can be anywhere from a couple of
hours through to daily, weekly and monthly agreements.

12.2

Other features common to hubs include: access to interactive technologies – such as
videoconferencing; conference rooms; recreation areas; public rooms – and services
like childcare, financial services and ICT support.674

12.3

Caroline McLaren from Hub Australia pointed out the need for a well-designed,
aesthetically appealing and welcoming environment that would inspire people to
locate their work there and to pay for the use of the space. 675

12.4

Rural and regional Victoria is already home to facilities that share many of the
characteristics of hubs, such as serviced offices, start-up ‘incubators’, and libraries
and Neighbourhood Houses that offer free WiFi. One difference with hubs is the
ability to rent space for a short amount of time on a casual basis, as opposed to, for
example, start-up incubators that tie in tenants for periods of as much as three
years. Hub Australia, for example, sells units of time rather than square metres. This
flexibility is reflected in the fact that up to 80 per cent of the hub members are not
there on any given day. 676

12.5

The key difference with hubs that makes them relevant to this Inquiry, particularly
those based on the commercial model established by Hub Australia, is the way in
which they encourage interaction between clients to create a synergy, or crosspollination, of ideas. This interaction is the responsibility of a hub ‘host’, a person
employed to ensure that hubs have a sense of a community and that knowledge of
the skills of each client are distributed throughout all hub members – for example,
introducing an app designer to a telecommunications professional. For this reason
they are referred to as ‘coworking’ spaces.

12.6

Although such interaction happens in serviced offices and the like, hubs are set up to
facilitate this engagement in a more vibrant and dynamic way. As Mr Brad Wynter,
Organisation Improvement Manager at the City of Whittlesea, told the Committee:
“The concept of a host within the centre is really important for these types of
coworking centres.” 677

12.7

Evidence collected by Hub Melbourne found:
•

90 per cent of members say that Hub Melbourne supports them to learn about
new issues and topics

674
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•

85 per cent of members say that Hub Melbourne supports them to expand
their personal and professional network

•

75 per cent of members say that Hub Melbourne supports them to connect to
advisors, experts and supporters

•

65 per cent of members say that Hub Melbourne supports them to gain
visibility, recognition and credibility. 678

12.8

The variety of time slots that can be hired in a hub produces a corresponding variety
in clientele, which is a big advantage of hubs according to Mr Peter Francis from Bass
Coast Shire Council: “ … you get people from unrelated businesses and government
departments who would not normally be working side by side suddenly talking about
things and finding solutions that would never have happened but for the fact that
that sort of environment is created”.679

12.9

This cross-pollination, then, occurs not just within sectors but across industries as
well. Such an environment is relevant in small communities, which may take some
time to become aware of the professional backgrounds and skills of people who
move there, especially the new residents who move from a larger metropolitan area
such as Melbourne.680

12.10 Ms Jennifer Cromarty gave an example of how the hub she attended in Geelong
facilitated new business opportunities:
I generate a lot of work just purely on other people coming in to meet
me who have then met someone who is there, and then we pitch
projects together … As a consultant you cannot manufacture that. You
need to go into the spaces where those ideas are happening. I would say
the hub opportunity has so many more benefits than just working at
home, purely on that social as well as collaborative effort. 681
12.11 The growth in the popularity of hubs reflects the changing nature of the digital
economy. In the past the close physical agglomeration of business and suppliers of
goods and services was a driver of efficiencies and economic growth. Today, those
same efficiencies can be achieved digitally by virtual networks. 682
12.12 As has been observed elsewhere in this report, social isolation is a potential negative
of telecommuting. This applies equally to SMEs and e-business, as was explained by
Ms Uschi Steedman when discussing her marketing company Creative Odyssey with
the Committee: “I have loved setting up my own business, but I have found it a bit
isolating, particularly because I am in a rural region.” 683
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12.13 The interactive nature of hubs acts as an antidote to this social isolation. It was also
argued that hubs can be designed in ways that facilitate entry into the workforce for
people traditionally excluded from work, such as the disabled 684 and older
workers, 685 as well as creating a flow-on benefit to the wider economy thereby
encouraging related sectors to invest in areas that host hubs. 686
12.14 The Committee was interested to note the number of witnesses who envisioned
hubs as being places that offer reliable connectivity and good internet speeds. The
Committee believes this reflects the poor internet services that rural and regional
Victorians are accustomed to.
12.15 Bendigo Health’s Executive Director of Information Services, Mr Bruce Winzar, told
the Committee that rural councils should have a policy directly related to providing
good connectivity for their communities:
… you have got to make available in your town areas where people can
come in and use [high-speed broadband] either for quotes or for
recreation or for their businesses … I would strongly say that each of the
towns should have some sort of digital community strategy that
establishes high-speed broadband in learning centres, in the library,
perhaps in an open public area, as well as providing services in areas
that are major tourist attractions – for example, around the wharf or the
restaurant scene. This will allow people to get access to whatever they
might want at that particular time. 687
12.16 In its submission to this Inquiry, the Shire of Campaspe argued that hubs should be
established in towns that aren’t planned to receive the NBN for a number of years,
to act as ‘… some form of intervening assistance for those communities at the tail
end of NBN infrastructure delivery’. 688 This may need to include a way of providing
high-speed connectivity for a particular location.
ROLE OF GOVERNMENT

12.17 The Committee investigated the viability of government support for establishing
hubs in rural and regional Victoria. In Traralgon, Mr Richard Elkington was of the
opinion that the inherent strengths of small communities makes them ideal locations
for the sort of interaction associated with hubs:
It is an idea that is likely to work in small towns. For the most part they
already have a strong sense of community, a strong identification with
that community and a strong sense of the community working together,
so I think that is probably likely to work, as well as having people
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gathering together and sharing experiences, so all the good things that
arise from people working together in one location. 689
12.18 Mr John Calabro, who returned to the Latrobe Valley after a number of years
working and living in Melbourne, would welcome a hub in his area as it would match
the sort of creative environment he observed occurring naturally in more densely
populated metropolitan areas such as inner-Melbourne. He said: “The studio I used
to work in was a loft apartment in Collingwood and there were three businesses
running out of that. We would help each other, support each other, give each other
work occasionally and at least be just a sounding board for each other.” 690
12.19 Mr Calabro was enthusiastic in his support for a hub in Traralgon: “Absolutely,
wholeheartedly, definitely yes, on all counts.” 691
12.20 However, Ms Jane Oakley, RDA Gippsland’s Regional Director who spoke to the
Committee alongside Mr Elkington, added the caveat that not all towns would be
able to support a hub. According to Ms Oakley, one of the determinants of success
for a hub is a town’s prior take-up of digital technology:
In terms of those hub-type solutions, I think that they are very town
dependent. If you are talking about far East Gippsland, I think that there
is an appetite for that sort of central location in town. If you are talking
about people in some of the smaller towns such as Yarram, that may not
be as appetising to them. I think that they are getting used to the fact.
Because they have had access to wireless-type technologies and they
have been able to work in the home or work in their small business, it
has set an expectation that ‘I’m going to continue to operate like this,
but it’s going to get better’. 692
12.21 Another factor to consider is that working in the digital economy may involve
adapting to different time zones, including working hours that suit management
teams and companies based overseas. As Cr Russell Bate from Mansfield Shire
Council pointed out, this means a hub run on traditional office hours would not be
attractive to everyone: “Bear in mind a lot of these people are not nine-to-fivers. By
definition their roles can mean they are up at night. In the immediate cases of both
of my neighbours, they run international businesses, and to try to carry that out with
a nine-to-five structure would not work.” 693
12.22 There was a great deal of support throughout this Inquiry for the Victorian
Government to fund hubs in rural and regional Victoria, however ideas on the shape
this funding would take varied. Ms Jennifer Cromarty, for example, said that this
funding could be in the form of start-up grants or providing assistance to
organisations looking to write a business plan for a hub. 694

689

Mr Richard Elkington, Chairman, RDA Gippsland, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
Mr John Calabro, Director, The View from Here, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
691
Ibid.
692
Ms Jane Oakley, Regional Director, RDA Gippsland, Public Hearing, Traralgon, 11 September 2013.
693
Cr Russell Bate, Mayor, Mansfield Shire Council, Public Hearing, Mansfield, 14 August 2013.
694
Ms Jennifer Cromarty, Director, Socom, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
690

Rural and Regional Committee

185

Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

12.23 Mr Brad Wynter told the Committee about a coworking space the City of Whittlesea
is planning to build. The space is a feature of the city’s ‘intelligent community
strategy’ and has four main aims:
•

Reduce road congestion

•

Provide access to high-speed broadband

•

Address social isolation (especially for one-car families)

•

Support community development.

12.24 The coworking space is based on the ‘Seats2Meet’ 695 model first developed in The
Netherlands and which places an emphasis on community development / social
entrepreneurs. The City of Whittlesea intends to place its hub in a community
activity centre (similar to a Neighbourhood House) and will charge low rent while
providing very fast WiFi speeds.696
12.25 Locating hubs in existing infrastructure in regional areas was widely supported
throughout this Inquiry. Libraries were frequently mentioned as a potential option,
indicating they are at an interesting stage in their ongoing evolution. Rural
Transaction Centres were also raised as a potential location of hubs in regional areas.
12.26 Mr Wynter, making reference to the way in which modern technology allows access
to large amounts of information denied to previous generations, argued that
libraries “… were instituted when everyone was uneducated and books were scarce.
Now we are awash with information and people are looking for quite specific
guidance and assistance. I think libraries are having to reinvent themselves in this
space.” He added that microbusinesses in the City of Whittlesea are already starting
to use libraries in a hub-like manner, taking advantage of the libraries’ fast
broadband and creative atmosphere: “It is not like the old days when you had to be
quiet all the time. They are quite noisy and active spaces now. So we are finding the
libraries are again another good spot for this sort of activity to occur.” 697
12.27 According to Cr Rod Macdonald, in recent years the City of Greater Geelong has
“tipped the library on its head” by:
•

Upgrading their ICT systems

•

Providing more PCs

•

Offering free WiFi

•

Delivering courses on iPad and smartphone use. 698

12.28 In 2012–2013, the Geelong Regional Libraries Corporation provided over 192,000
hours of free public internet access from 152 computers and 113,000 wireless
hotspot sessions for people with their own mobile devices. In 2013–2014, the
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Corporation will provide 100 new iPads and tablets across the network for use by
community members. 699
12.29 Ms Patti Manolis, Chief Executive Officer of the Geelong Regional Libraries
Corporation, said that public libraries are a ‘natural partner’ for providing hub-like
services and gave examples of public libraries in Finland, the Netherlands and the
United States operating in such a way. She said:
Indeed we already experience a lot of use by businesspeople and by
people who are working in a mobile fashion. They are pleasantly
surprised and become regular users of the infrastructure and services
provided by public libraries in our region … we see that as a natural
extension of what we already do in terms of democratising access to
knowledge and information. 700
12.30 In a time when it was expected that libraries would diminish in importance Ms
Manolis added that they will in fact need more space to accommodate their
increased engagement in delivering digital services:
The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions
recently published a report on trends in libraries, and they are looking at
a scenario of around 50–50 for hard copy and digital resources. Some
people assume that that means we require less space, but what we are
actually finding is that we need more, because people are needing those
spaces to come to engage with the resources via their digital gadgets
and for meeting rooms and conferences and those sorts of things. 701
12.31 Dr Tim Williams agreed with the idea of adding a coworking space to existing public
infrastructure, stating: “I think a lot of what is required … is not just money, but
cleverness.” 702
12.32 Mr Marcus Bowles spoke to the Committee about the concept of hubs and argued
that they have to be demand lead in order to be successful. He suggested that
regional universities may be a good location for hubs because they already have
good connectivity and huge capacity. Mr Bowles added that any such plans for
coworking spaces may need to address security issues but was of the opinion that a
good financial argument can be made because spare capacity is expensive. 703 This
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Submission to this Inquiry (Number 1); and the Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society in its Submission to
this Inquiry (Number 6).
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was also expressed to the Committee in terms of hubs having to be developed and
owned by a community. 704
12.33 The Committee notes the similarity between the supply of broadband and hubs. That
is, with the private sector already setting up successful hubs in the capital cities of
Melbourne, Adelaide and Sydney, the disparity between metropolitan areas and
rural and regional areas has the potential to quickly match that of access to highspeed broadband.
12.34 Mr Patrick Kissane was of the opinion that while hubs are well suited to densely
populated metropolitan areas hubs located in more remote regions would need
government support to get off the ground. He said: “… certainly for bigger cities it
makes a lot of sense. I think it is the kind of thing that might be difficult purely from a
commercial sense to get up. That is why it could be done through a local or state
government initiative. That might be a good way of pushing the whole thing
forward.” 705
12.35 Population density has been key to the success of hubs overseas, in particular in
Amsterdam (the Netherlands now has more than 120 coworking centres706). Other
countries considering implementing hub networks include Singapore and South
Korea. 707 In the United States, hubs were first developed in the 1990s in the densely
populated areas of southern California and Washington DC. Demand for hubs in
remote regions of the United States with a small industry mix has been low and
providing WiFi ‘hotspots’ may be sufficient to meet local needs. 708
12.36 The Committee takes on board the observations of Mr Bowles and Mr Kissane but is
of the opinion that there would be many benefits to the Victorian Government
supporting feasibility trials of hubs in several rural and regional locations. These trials
could be used to identify what sorts of areas are best suited for hubs, with evidence
collected relating to factors such as:
•

Optimum population density levels

•

Preferred pre-existing economic and digital literacy skills

•

Ideal physical locations (such as libraries versus dedicated facilities)

•

Potential geographic barriers

•

Expectations of potential tenants.
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Third Spaces and Hub Australia, Cocreating and Activating Profitable Work Hubs, Presentation by Third
Spaces and Hub Australia, Melbourne, 14 October 2013.
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Mr Patrick Kissane, Director, Burger IT, Public Hearing, Phillip Island, 10 September 2013.
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The centres connect over a citywide ultra-high-speed broadband network, with the local authority’s offices
and local businesses also connected to the network, increasing the return on investment. The hubs share
centralised services such as an accounting system, web-based office reservation tool and a smartphone app
that finds the nearest hub. See: Cisco, Cisco Smart Work Centers: Foster urban regeneration, social inclusion
and reduced carbon footprint, Cisco, San Jose, United States, 2011.
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‘Centres bring your job closer to home,’ Australian Financial Review, 19 June 2013.
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Babine M, Rural Telework Center Feasibility Study for South Thurston County, Washington State University,
Pullman, United States, 2013.
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12.37 This knowledge could then be used by organisations wishing to set up more
permanent hubs in rural and regional Victoria in the future.
12.38 Mr Brad Krauskopf presented an analogy of hotels, to explain the link between
population size and the size of hubs that are then likely to be successful. Small towns
would only need a ‘B&B’ type hub (very small); larger areas could support ‘boutique
hotel’ style hubs (400–800 m2); while metropolitan areas are suited to ‘five star
hotel’ hubs (1,000 m2). 709 Mr Krauskopf believes that a national network of suburban
and regional hubs would benefit Australians who would be able to work in a ‘… safe,
secure, community environment within minutes from home’.710
12.39 Mr Fawcett suggested another form of government support for hubs in rural and
regional Victoria, in the form of taking an anchor tenancy. This would provide some
certainty of income for organisations running a hub and encourage other potential
tenants in an area of the hub’s longevity. 711 This encouragement would go a long
way to addressing the fact that, as Noble and Krauskopf say, most employers
currently do not recognise the benefits of investing in office accommodation outside
of their core offices,712 thereby also addressing the demand side of the equation.
The Committee stresses that an anchor tenancy of a hub would act only as a
temporary contribution to stability and not be a substitute for long-term economic
sustainability.
12.40 Along with encouraging the trial of hubs in regional Victoria, the Rural and Regional
Committee wishes to note its support for continued government involvement in
business incubators. They are an important component of economic development in
rural and regional Victoria by acting as the crucial link for SMEs growing too big for
home offices but who can’t yet take out a long-term lease on their own premises.
12.41 For example, Mr Ross Smith, Managing Director of Ballarat business Aviarc Australia,
told the Committee of the vital role the University of Ballarat Technology Park played
in the development of his business. In particular, Mr Smith said that the way in which
the Technology Park gave his business a ‘point of presence’713 and lowered his
business costs was extremely valuable:
… coming through a place like this the barrier for entry is almost zero.
You can walk in here. I did not know it at the time I started, but in
upgrading to each one of those three offices there was no argument
about, ‘Well, you’ve got so much of your lease remaining and you’ve got
to do this and the upgrade costs that’ and whatever. They even threw in
some free furniture for me. It is that sort of arrangement … We have
grown – this year it will be about $2.5 million – in confidence. We are
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Hub Melbourne, Site Visit, Melbourne, 2 September 2013.
For more information about Mr Krauskopf’s vision see: Noble G and Krauskopf B, Breaking the Productivity
Impasse, Third Spaces, Melbourne, 2013.
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Mr Tim Fawcett, General Manager, Government Affairs and Policy Public Sector, Cisco Systems, Public
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currently ramping up to about 15 people by the end of the year – not a
lot, but we started at zero. 714
Profile – Hubs in Victoria and Australia
Hub Australia
Hub Australia offers coworking spaces and hosts professional communities across Adelaide,
Melbourne and Sydney. Its hubs include a combination of personal, shared and interactive
spaces, and are designed for individuals and businesses of all sizes and sectors. Staff include
a host, community cultivator and a learning developer, to facilitate networking and
collaboration. They also organise ‘learning events’; hub clubs / member groups e.g. social,
sport etc; social events; and use Yammer for online collaboration to keep people connected
when not physically at the hub. Hub Australia forms part of a larger community of hubs in
cities across the world, including San Francisco, London and Singapore. See:
hubaustralia.com.
Ballarat Co-Lab
Ballarat Co-Lab is a locally driven project to establish a coworking space in Ballarat through
shared participation from the community. At the time of writing Ballarat Co-Lab was looking
for a location in the CBD area, with proximity to the train station being important. Other
criteria include features such as being located in an iconic building with heritage value, a
large open space, and visibility and accessibility from the street. The Co-Lab aims to operate
as a not-for-profit incorporated association. Although it would welcome financial assistance
to cover the initial costs of setting up a location, Co-Lab plans for operational costs to be
covered by membership fees. These fees would range from $10 through to $120. See:
ballaratcolab.com.au.
sixdegreescoworking.com
The Coffs Harbour Council is planning a coworking centre in Coffs Harbour. A regional town
with a large influx of tourism during summer and a creative industries culture, the Council
believes the time is ripe for establishment of a space where people can come to work and
be inspired by each other. The Council has been carefully planning for the coworking space
for a year, conducting 'pop-up' centres to gauge interest and looking for space and partners
in Coffs Harbour. One was conducted in a cafe (good but more desks needed) and one in a
shopping centre (fun but a little bit noisy).
So far 60 people have registered interest in being part of a future coworking centre, and
since the 'pop ups' have taken place there have been some fortuitous meetings amongst the
business and creative community leading to the beginnings of a peer to peer support
network.
The Inspiration for doing a Hub came from a group of young creatives in town and so far the
pop-ups have attracted workers in health, insurance, law, housing, architecture and design.
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Mr Ross Smith, Managing Director, Aviarc Australia, Public Hearing, Ballarat, 17 July 2013.
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The Council is carefully building a business case for establishment of a coworking centre.
They've been looking to local businesses that might support such a centre, and hope that
the state government will get on board with financial support or even as an anchor tenant.
The Council believes that a natural partner is SmallBiz Connect, which is the state
government’s small business support centre.
Coffs Harbour was an early NBN roll-out area and the Council is keen for the community to
benefit from that. As Mr Barry Davis, Coffs Harbour Economic Development Officer says:
“The NBN is not an IT program but a community, business and elderly people project. It has
to be about innovation and development and social inclusion."
RECOMMENDATION 9
That the Minister for Innovation, Services and Small Business investigate the feasibility of
establishing regional coworking ‘hubs’ in Victoria and provide seed funding where local
communities have demonstrated a demand for such a facility. This includes:


Working with regional groups to gauge interest in coworking spaces



Taking up anchor tenancy to assist with establishment of regional facilities, where
appropriate



Investigating the possibility of using existing infrastructure to establish coworking
centres in existing facilities such as libraries or business centres



Publishing and disseminating findings from establishment of coworking centres to
encourage business to take up ownership.
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‘Embracing the telework revolution’, www.openforum.com.au/strata
Global Workplace Analytics – www.globalworkplaceanalytics.com
GovLoop telecommuting calculator – www.govloop.com/telework-calculator
‘Helping regional businesses embrace the digital economy’ – www.regionalaustralia.org.au/archiveblog/blog-beyond-jumping-online/
‘How Labor and Coalition broadband policies differ: a hype-free explainer’ –
www.gizmodo.com.au/2013/09/how-the-labor-and-coalition-broadband-policies-differ-a-hype-freeexplainer/
‘How social media savvy is regional Queensland?’ – www.thecreativecollective.com.au/blog/howsocial-media-savvy-is-regional-queensland
‘Infographic: 20 per cent of global workforce telecommutes’ –
www.ragan.com/Main/Articles/46845.aspx
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Mansfield Telecommunications Advocacy Group –
www.mansfield.vic.gov.au/documentsandprojects/documents/telecommunications-advocacygroup.aspx
‘Meet productivity challenge through move to digital economy’ –
vic.psnews.com.au/FeaturesVICpsn3381.html
‘Meet the employers that don’t do flexibility’ – www.womensagenda.com.au/talkingabout/opinions/meet-the-employers-that-dont-do-flexibility/201309152897#!
‘Memo to Mr Abbott: how to get our cities and economy moving’ –
grattan.edu.au/publications/news-and-opinion/post/memo-to-mr-abbott-how-to-get-our-citiesand-economy-moving/
‘More than half of all Australians are now digital workers’ – www.itwire.com/it-peoplenews/people/61905-more-than-half-of-all-employed-australians-are-now-%E2%80%98digitalworkers%E2%80%99
National Telework Week – www.telework.gov.au/national_telework_week
‘NBN: Government initiatives’ – www.nbn.gov.au/the-vision/government-initiatives/
NBN Options – www.nbnoptions.org
‘Our wholesale speeds – fibre service’ – www.nbnco.com.au/get-an-nbn-connection/wholesalespeeds.html
Queensland Government telecommuting page – www.justice.qld.gov.au/fair-and-safework/industrial-relations/work-family-and-lifestyle/work-life-balance-information-kits/generalmanagerial-interventions/telecommuting
Seats2Meet – www.seats2meet.com/
Sense-t – www.sense-t.org.au/
‘Super WiFi demos: Plumas, California’ –
www.wirelessinnovationalliance.org/index.cfm?objectid=027C1740-77F3-11E0-9044000C296BA163
Telework Australia – www.telework.gov.au; Return on investment tool –
www.telework.gov.au/roi_tool; implementing telecommuting –
www.teleworkaustralia.net.au/implementing
‘Teleworking: corporate Australia’s unrealised potential’ – www.au.logicalis.com/news-andevents/news-and-announcements/2013/18-november-2013.aspx
‘Teleworking: putting the wheels in motion’ –www.workpro.com.au/blog/teleworking-putting-thewheels-in-motion/
‘Telework week is coming’ – www.management-issues.com/2012/2/28/opinion/telework-week-iscoming.asp#.UM6Ky3sElSM.email
‘Telework: working remotely’ – www.nbn.gov.au/nbn-benefits/telework/
‘The rise and fall of Australia’s $44 billion broadband project’ –
m.spectrum.ieee.org/telecom/internet/the-rise-and-fall-of-australias-44-billion-broadband-project
‘The telework train has left the station’ – www.workpro.com.au/blog/the-teleworking-train-has-leftthe-station/
‘The White Spaces Coalitions’ plans for fast wireless broadband’ –
arstechnica.com/gadgets/2007/04/white-space/
‘The teleworking tribe’ – www.workingmother.com/content/telecommuting-tribe
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‘Tools for successful telework’ – www.telework.gov.au/tools_for_successful_telework
‘TV white spaces powering smart city services: the first database driven TV white spaces smart city’ –
www.spectrumbridge.com/ProductsServices/WhiteSpacesSolutions/success-stories/wilmington.aspx
Victorian Government e-government page – www.egov.vic.gov.au/topics-a-z/t/teleworking-topics-az.html
Victorian Education Research Network – www.vernet.com.au/
Victorian Fibre Strategy – www.victrack.com.au/statewide-projects/category/improving-access-totelecommunications/victorian-fibre-strategy
WORKshift – www.workshiftcanada.com
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Submissions

No

Organisation

Location

Date Received

001

Eden Community Access Centre

Eden, NSW

14/5/13

002

Mr Don Sidlowski

Three Lakes, USA

30/5/13

003

Gippsland Broadband Connectivity Strategy Group

Wonthaggi, VIC

31/5/13

004

Hume Regional Development Committee

Wangaratta, VIC

3/6/13

005

Mr Angelo Saridis

Warragul, VIC

3/6/13

006

Institute for a Broadband-Enabled Society

Melbourne, VIC

3/6/13

007

VECCI

Melbourne, VIC

3/6/13

008

Rural Councils Victoria

Melbourne, VIC

4/6/13

009

Gippsland Regional Development Committee

Traralgon, VIC

7/6/13

010

Wimmera Development Association

Horsham, VIC

13/6/13

011

Mansfield Shire Council

Mansfield, VIC

3/7/13

012

Visionary Group

Ballarat, VIC

15/7/13

013

Saki Computer Services

Ballarat, VIC

22/7/13

014

RDA Loddon Mallee

Bendigo, VIC

27/8/13

015

iiNet

Subiaco, WA

30/8/13

016

Infoxchange

Richmond, VIC

30/8/13

017

Australian Mobile Telecommunications Association

Manuka, ACT

30/8/13
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018

Design Experts

Bendigo, VIC

30/8/13

019

Committee for Gippsland

Warragul, VIC

30/8/13

020

Shire of Campaspe

Echuca, VIC

30/8/13

021

On Time Typing

Moe, VIC

25/9/13

022

Australian Human Resources Institute

Melbourne, VIC

28/10/13

023

Victorian Government

Melbourne, VIC

8/11/13

024

Australian Information Industry Association

Sydney, NSW

21/11/13

025

RDA Barwon South West

Geelong, VIC

29/11/13
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Public consultation program:
Witnesses

Public hearings, briefings and meetings were held at the following locations:
13 May 2013

San Francisco, USA

Site Visit

14 May 2013

Olympia, USA

Site Visits

14 May 2013

Thurston, USA

Site Visits

15 May 2013

White Salmon, USA

Site Visits

15 May 2013

Glenwood, USA

Site Visit

16 May 2013

Seattle, USA

Briefings

17 May 2013

Calgary, Canada

Site Visits

20 May 2013

Madison, USA

Site Visits

21 May 2013

Madison, USA

Site Visits

22 May 2013

Richmond, USA

Site Visits

23 May 2013

Washington DC, USA

Site Visits

17 July 2013

Ballarat

Public Hearing

18 July 2013

Creswick

Site Visit

18 July 2013

Laanecoorie

Site Visit

18 July 2013

Castlemaine

Site Visit

30 July 2013

Moonambel

Site Visits

31 July 2013

Ararat

Site Visit

31 July 2013

Horsham

Public Hearing

1 August 2013

Horsham

Site Visit

14 August 2013

Mansfield

Public Hearing
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14 August 2013

Mansfield

Site Visit

14 August 2013

Euroa

Site Visit

15 August 2013

Echuca

Public Hearing

10 September 2013

Phillip Island

Public Hearing

10 September 2013

Leongatha

Site Visit

11 September 2013

Traralgon

Public Hearing

16 September 2013

Melbourne

Public Hearing

8 October 2013

Sydney, NSW

Consultations

9 October 2013

Armidale, NSW

Consultations

10 October 2013

Coffs Harbour, NSW

Consultations

22 October 2013

Shepparton

Site Visits

23 October 2013

Wodonga

Public Hearing

28 October 2013

Melbourne

Public Hearing

6 November 2013

Barwon Heads

Public Hearing

7 November 2013

Port Fairy

Public Hearing

19 November 2013

Launceston, TAS

Consultation

19 November 2013

Scottsdale, TAS

Consultation

13 May 2013 San Francisco – Site Visit
Name
Position
Mr Tim Fawcett
General Manager Government
Affairs and Policy
Ms Jennifer Dudeck
Director of Human Resources,
Employee Engagement Center of
Excellence
Ms Connie Tang
Director, Product Management
Mr Gordon Feller
Director, Urban Innovation, Public
Sector Practice
Mr Pavan Singh
Senior Manager Cisco Internal
Ventures
Mr Benjamin Lopez
Demonstration Engineer
Mr Marvin Smith
Systems Engineer, Technology
Projects
Mr John Mattson
Director, Product Management
14 May 2013 Olympia – Site Visits
Name
Position
Ms Monica Babine
Senior Associate for Program for
Digital Initiatives, Division of
Governmental Studies & Services
Senator Jim Honeyford
Chair
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Organisation
Cisco
Cisco
Cisco
Cisco
Cisco
Cisco
Cisco
Cisco
Organisation
Washington State University
Washington State Senate
Agriculture, Water & Rural
Economic Development
Committee
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Senator Sharon Brown

Member

Senator Tracey Edie

Member

Senator Steve Hobbs

Member

Mr Mario Villanueva

State Director

Mr Will Saunders

Director

14 May 2013 Thurston – Site Visits
Name
Position
Ms Sandra Romero
County Commissioner
Mr Jared Burbidge
Assistant Director
Ms Karen Parkhurst

Senior Planner

Mr Fred Evander

Associate Planner

Mr Michael Cade

Executive Director

Ms Brooke Hamilton

Sustainable Transportation Lead

Ms Monica Babine

Senior Associate for Program for
Digital Initiatives, Division of
Governmental Studies & Services
Director

Mr Will Saunders

15 May 2013 White Salmon – Site Visits
Name
Position
Ms Amanda Hoey
Executive Director
Mr Will Saunders

Director

Ms Frieda Ray
Ms Carrie Pipinich

Community and Outreach
Coordinator
Assistant Project Manager

Ms Linda Williams

Community Coach
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Washington State Senate
Agriculture, Water & Rural
Economic Development
Committee
Washington State Senate
Agriculture, Water & Rural
Economic Development
Committee
Washington State Senate
Agriculture, Water & Rural
Economic Development
Committee
United States Department of
Agriculture and Rural
Development
Washington State Broadband
Office
Organisation
Thurston County
Thurston Regional Planning
Council
Thurston Regional Planning
Council
Thurston Regional Planning
Council
Thurston County Economic
Development Council
Washington State Department
of Transportation
Washington State University
Washington State Broadband
Office
Organisation
Mid Columbia Economic
Development
Washington State Broadband
Office
Washington State Broadband
Office
Klickitat-Skamania Local
Technology Planning Team
Washington State University
Extension
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Ms Monica Babine

Senior Associate for Program for
Digital Initiatives, Division of
Governmental Studies & Services

Mr Brian Wanless
Mr Robert Waymire

Executive Director

Ms Avery Pickard

Executive Director

15 May 2013 Glenwood – Site Visits
Name
Position
Cr David Sauter
Commissioner
Ms Linda Williams
Community Coach
Mr Jay McLaughlin
Mr Brian Adams
Mr Alex Morris
Mr Ty Lemaster
Ms Amanda Hoey

Executive Director

Mr Will Saunders

Director

Ms Monica Babine

Senior Associate for Program for
Digital Initiatives, Division of
Governmental Studies & Services
Superintendent

Mr Shane Couch

16 May 2013 Seattle – Briefings
Name
Position
Ms Lori Baum
Operations Manager
Ms Krisan LeHew
Community Coach
Ms Monica Babine
Mr Rob McDaniel

Senior Associate for Program for
Digital Initiatives, Division of
Governmental Studies & Services
Extension Community and
Economic Development Lead

17 May 2013 Calgary – Site Visits
Name
Position
Ms Robyn Bews
Director
Ms Mary Moran
Vice President Marketing
Mr Steve Koles
Consultant
Ms Wendy Schneider
Executive Director
Ms Lesley Pohl
Facilitator
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Washington State University
Community Enrichment for
Klickitat County
Skamania Economic
Development Council
Mt Adams Chamber of
Commerce
Organisation
Klickitat County
Washington State University
Extension
Mt Adams Resource Stewards
Sawtooth Technologies
GorgeNet
CenturyLink
Mid Columbia Economic
Development
Washington State Broadband
Office
Washington State University
Glenwood K-12 School
Organisation
Washington Dental Service
Washington State University
Extension Stevens County
Washington State University
Washington State University

Organisation
WORKshift
Calgary Economic Development
Calgary Economic Development
Green Hectares
Green Hectares
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20 May 2013 Madison – Site Visits
Name
Position
Ms Maria Alvarez-Stroud
Director
Ms Jennifer Smith

Communications Officer

Ms Karn Litsheim

Unit Manager

Mr Don Sidlowski
Professor Andy Lewis
Mr Shaun Abshere
Ms Kika Barr
Ms Tithi Chattopadhyay

Civic and Government Strategist
Broadband & Economic
Development Specialist
Associate Director
Network Manager
State Broadband Director

Mr Gary Evenson

Administration

Mr Peter Jahn

Analyst

Ms Kathy Bakko

Analyst

Mr Jamie McClay

Office Professional

21 May 2013 Madison – Site Visits
Name
Position
Senator Dale Schultz
Senator
Mr Todd Albaugh
Chief of Staff
Ms Rosemary Potter
Special Assistant to the Chancellor
for Government Relations and
Development at UW Colleges and
UW-Extension
Professor Andy Lewis
Broadband & Economic
Development Specialist
Professor Barry Orton
Professor of Telecommunications
22 May 2013 Richmond – Site Visits
Name
Position
Ms Karen Jackson
Deputy Secretary of Technology &
Director of Office of Telework
Promotion and Broadband
Assistance
Ms Pamela J Watson
Human Resource Management
Senior Consultant
Delegate R. Steven Landes
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Delegate & Former Chair, Rural

Organisation
Center for Community
Technology Solutions,
University of Wisconsin
Center for Community
Technology Solutions,
University of Wisconsin
Center for Community
Technology Solutions,
University of Wisconsin
Town of Three Lakes
University of Wisconsin
Extension
WiscNet
WiscNet
Wisconsin Public Service
Commission
Wisconsin Public Service
Commission
Wisconsin Public Service
Commission
Wisconsin Public Service
Commission
Wisconsin Public Service
Commission
Organisation
Washington State Legislature
Office of Senator Dale Schultz
University of Wisconsin

University of Wisconsin
Extension
University of Wisconsin
Organisation
Commonwealth of Virginia

Department of Human
Resource Management,
Commonwealth of Virginia
Virginia House of Delegates
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Mr G. Paul Nardo
Mr B. Scott Maddrea
Ms Tara Perkinson
Mr Hobie Lehman

Virginia Prosperity Commission
Clerk
Deputy Clerk, House Committee
Operations
Deputy Clerk Journal Operations
Coordinator, Senate Committee
Operations/ Sergeant-at-Arms

23 May 2013 Washington DC – Consultations
Name
Position
Ms Gwenn Weaver
Program Officer, Broadband
Technology Opportunities Program
Ms Susan Corbett
Chief Executive Officer
Mr Gregory Urban
Chief Technology Officer
Dr Andrew L Afflerbach
Mr Bob Kelly

Chief Executive Officer/Director of
Engineering
Emergency Services and Technology

17 July 2013 Ballarat – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Mr George Fong
Executive Director
Mr Stuart Benjamin

Chairperson

Dr Helen Thompson

Director

Ms Gerrie Carr-MacFie

Manager

Mr John Collins
Ms Noelene Gration

Economic Tourism Development
Manager, Sustainable Development
Managing Director

Mr Craig Allan
Ms Karen Chisholm
Mr Adam Donnison
Mr Mal Vallance

Director, Marketing and eBusiness
Director
Systems Developer
Director

Mr Steve Davies

Delivery Centre Manager, Complex
Systems Integration Program
Manager & Managing Consultant
Managing Director
Executive Officer
Head of Injury Prevention and
Education

Mr Ross Smith
Mr Ian Fry
Ms Emma Conn
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Virginia House of Delegates
Virginia House of Delegates
Virginia Senate
Virginia Senate

Organisation
National Telecommunications
and Information Administration
Axiom Technologies
Maryland Department of
Information Technology
Columbia Telecommunications
Corporation
St Mary’s County Government
Organisation
Lateral Plains, University of
Ballarat
Grampians Regional
Development Australia
Committee
Digibiz, Centre for eCommerce
and Communications,
University of Ballarat
Digibiz, Centre for eCommerce
and Communications,
University of Ballarat
Hepburn Shire Council
Ascend Public Relations and
Communications
Visionary Group
Saki Computer Services
Saki Computer Services
University of Ballarat
Technology Park
IBM
Aviarc Global Australia
Ballarat ICT
Kids Foundation
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Ms Jennifer Cromarty

Director

18 July 2013 Creswick – Site Visit
Name
Position
Mr Geoff Sparks
Chief Executive Officer
Mr Tom O’Reilly
Chief Information Officer
Mr John Redfern
Sales Manager
18 July 2013 Laanecoorie – Site Visit
Name
Position
Mr Andrew Whitlock
Director
Ms Judy Crocker
Coordinator
Mr John Steel
Mrs Kerry Steel
18 July 2013 Castlemaine – Site Visit
Name
Position
Mr Tim Preston
Owner
30 July 2013 Moonambel – Site Visit
Name
Position
Mr Jacques Olivier
Financial Controller
Mr Ian Poynton
Resort Manager
31 July 2013 Ararat – Site Visit
Name
Position
Mr Billy Cairns
Owner
Mr Craig Lennie
Owner
31 July 2013 Horsham – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Ms Jo Bourke
Executive Director
Cr Rob Gersch
Mr Ray Campling
Mr Chris Foster
Mr John Ackland
Mr Carl Sudholz
Mr David Jones
Ms Narelle Funcke
Mr Ben Gosling

Mayor
Chief Executive Officer
Director
Chief Executive Officer
Owner
Director
Teleworker
Owner

1 August 2013 Horsham – Site Visit
Name
Position
Mr Andrew Brown
General Manager
Mr Peter Hart
Technical Services/IT Manager

Rural and Regional Committee

Socom
Organisation
Sparx Systems
Sparx Systems
Sparx Systems
Organisation
Precision Agriculture
Precision Agriculture

Organisation
Usethings
Organisation
Taltarni Vineyard
Warrenmang Vineyard and
Resort
Organisation
75BC
75BC
Organisation
Wimmera Development
Association
Hindmarsh Shire Council
Yarriambiack Shire Council
Green Taylor Partners
Skillinvest Group
Fast Task Tools
Transience Animation
American Express
Gosling Design
Organisation
HC Pro
HC Pro
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14 August 2013 Mansfield – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Cr Russell Bate
Mayor
Mr Michael Watson
Owner
Dr William Sykes
Ms Uschi Steedman
Mrs Briana Seaton
Mr Steve Thompson
Mr David Ritchie
Mr Andrew Patocs

Member for Benalla
Finance & Administration Manager
Principal
General Manager
PMO Manager

Mr Laurie Blampied
Mr John Cotterill

General Manager
IT Manager

Organisation
Mansfield Shire Council
Watson's Mountain Country
Trail Rides
Parliament of Victoria
Creative Odyssey
High Country Tree Services
Appaloosa Films
Delatite Winery
Keystone Management
Solutions
Buller Ski Lifts
Buller Ski Lifts

14 August 2013 Mansfield – Site Visit
Name
Position
Mr Andrew Crawford
Director

Organisation
Crawford Kitchens

14 August 2013 Euroa – Site Visit
Name
Position
Mr Tom Dabernig
Mr Cameron Wallace
Ms Susanne Meier
Ms Prue Hayes

Organisation
Lindsay Park Racing
Lindsay Park Racing
Lindsay Park Racing
Lindsay Park Racing

15 August 2013 Echuca – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Mr Bruce Winzar
Executive Director Information
Services
Mr Paul Jarman
Councillor
Mr Daniel Strachan
Strategic Initiatives Manager
Mr Hayden Cock
Chief Executive Officer
Mr Ben Fitzpatrick
Assistant to the Principal
Mr Peter Marks
Director
Ms Lisa Kapperer
Human Resources Manager
Mrs Margaret O'Rourke
Director
Mr Rohan McMahon
General Manager
Mr Michael Delahunty

Chief Executive

10 September 2013 Phillip Island – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Mr Peter Francis
Economic Development Manager
Mr Patrick Kissane
Founder
Ms Lois Gaskin
President

212

Organisation
Bendigo Health
Shire of Campaspe
Shire of Campaspe
Committee for Echuca-Moama
St Joseph's College
Foodmach
Kagome
Margaret O'Rourke Consulting
Wild Monkey Design and
Hosting
Echuca Regional Health
Organisation
Bass Coast Shire Council
Burger IT
Phillip Island Tourism
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Mr Michael Green
Ms Danene Jones
Mr Tim Tamlin
Mr Chris Dallinger

Owner
Communications Executive
Chief Executive Officer
Owner

Drift Media
Phillip Island Nature Parks
South Gippsland Shire Council
Island Healing

10 September 2013 Leongatha – Site Visit
Name
Position
Ms Shareena Boyd
Owner

Organisation
Rusty Windmill Cafe

11 September 2013 Traralgon – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Mr John Calabro
Director
Ms Sally-Ann Watson
Proprietor
Ms Liz Boughton
Director
Mr Nigel Burrows
Sales Manager
Ms Mary Aldred
Chief Executive Officer
Mr Stephen Pykett
Transport Connections Facilitator
Mr Bill Haigh
Simulation Coordinator and
Blended Learning
Mr Richard Elkington
Chair
Ms Jane Oakley
Regional Director

Organisation
The View From Here
On Time Typing
Liz Welsh & Associates
Viatek
Committee for Gippsland
Baw Baw Shire Council
Gippsland Regional Clinical
School
Gippsland RDA Committee
Gippsland RDA Committee

16 September 2013 Melbourne – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Mr Roger Arwas
Executive Director
Mr Matthew Dummett
Director Science & Technology
Policy
Mr Tim Fawcett
Ms Emma Dawson

General Manager Government
Affairs & Policy
Executive Director

Mr Peter Walton
Mr Brendan Fitzgerald
Mr John Vines

Chief Executive Officer
Manager, Digital Inclusion,
Chair

Ms Patricia Neden

Chief Executive Officer

8 October 2013 Sydney – Consultations
Name
Position
Dr Yvette Blount
Research Coordinator
Professor Damian Giurco

Rural and Regional Committee

Research Director

Organisation
Small Business Victoria
Department of State
Development Business and
Innovation
Cisco
Institute for a BroadbandEnabled Society
Infoxchange
Infoxchange
Innovation & Business Skills
Australia
Innovation & Business Skills
Australia
Organisation
Australian Anywhere Working
Research Network, Macquarie
University
Institute for Sustainable
Futures, University of
Technology Sydney
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Ms Kerryn Wilmot

Research Principal

Dr Terry Percival

Director, Broadband and the Digital
Economy

9 October 2013 Armidale – Site Visits
Name
Position
Mr Adam Marshall MP
Member for Northern Tablelands
Mr Alun Davies
Coordinator
Ms Leah Morrison

Program Manager

Dr Greg Falzon

Research Fellow

Professor David Lamb

Leader

10 October 2013 Coffs Harbour – Site Visits
Name
Position
Hon Luke Hartsuyker MP
Member for Cowper
Ms Jenny Oloman
Manager Economic Development
Mr Peter Tregilgas
Executive Officer
Ms Julianne McKeon
Coordinator
Ms Julie Aldridge
Mr Steve Montgomery
Mr Grant Nicholas

Owner
Business Development
Proprietor

22 October 2013 Shepparton – Site Visits
Name
Position
Ms Georgia Von Guttner
Director Regional Strategy and
Programs
Professor Julian Wright
Director of Medical Student
Education & Chair
Mr Johann Rajaratnam
Director Sustainable Development
Ms Geraldine Christou

Manager Investment Attraction

Mr Jason Shields
Mr Michael Crisera
Mr Andrew Plunkett
Mr John Wilson

Industry Development Officer
General Manager
Secretary
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Institute for Sustainable
Futures, University of
Technology Sydney
NICTA Research Centre of
Excellence
Organisation
Parliament of NSW
Regional Development
Australia
Armidale Digital Hub &
Enterprise Programs
Smart Farms Sensor Networks,
Institute for Rural Futures,
University of New England
Precision Agriculture Research
Group
University of New England
Organisation
Parliament of Australia
Coffs Harbour City Council
Mid North Coast RDA
Enterprise and Training
Company Ltd
Avide Pty Ltd
Youth Directions
Webworx
Organisation
University of Melbourne Rural
Health Academic Centre
University of Melbourne Rural
Health Academic Centre
Greater Shepparton City
Council
Greater Shepparton City
Council
Plunkett Orchards
Fruit Growers Victoria
Plunkett Orchards
Fruit Growers Victoria
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23 October 2013 Wodonga – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Mr Matthew Taylor
Manager Economic Development
Mr Colin Elliott
Principal Consultant & Regional
Manager
Ms Kate Bullock
Owner
Mr Guy Rowson
Managing Director
Mr Mathew Poppins
Committee Member
Mr John Gibbons

Committee Member

Mr Steve Stanton
Mr Michael Kershler

Director
Director Information
Communications Technology
Managing Director

Mr Raymond Bertazzo

28 October 2013 Melbourne – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Mr Brad Wynter
Council Organisational
Improvement Manager
Mr Peter Wilson
Chair
Mr Paul Begley
Dr Tim Williams

National Manager Government and
Media Relations
Chief Executive Officer

6 November 2013 Barwon Heads – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Mr Andy Smith
Business Development
Mr Barrie Sutherland
President
Ms Lyn Moore

Project Officer

Mr David Boyle

Regional Strategy Coordinator

Cr Rod Macdonald
Mr Todd Hubers
Mrs Alison Hubers
Ms Patti Manolis

Councillor
Manager
Assistant Manager
Chief Executive Officer

Mr Graham Boyd
Cr Andy Richards

Owner and Consultant
Board Chair

7 November 2013 Port Fairy – Public Hearing
Name
Position
Cr Ralph Leutton
Councillor
Mr Alex Green
Committee Member
Mr Gary Attrill
Business Manager

Rural and Regional Committee

Organisation
Wodonga City Council
GHD Australia
Hideout Cafe
Tier 1 Consulting
Wodonga Chamber of
Commerce
Wodonga Chamber of
Commerce
Border IT
Wodonga Institute of TAFE
Bertazzo Engineered
Organisation
City of Whittlesea
Australian Human Resources
Institute
Australian Human Resources
Institute
Committee for Sydney
Organisation
Grampians Sandstone
Torquay Commerce and
Tourism Association
Regional Development
Association Barwon South West
Regional Development
Association Barwon South West
City of Greater Geelong
StartupCloud
StartupCloud
Geelong Regional Libraries
Corporation
Xpose
City of Greater Geelong
Organisation
Moyne Shire Council
Great South Coast Group
MM Hearn Constructions
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Mr Jock Serong
Mr Bruce Anson

Editor
Chair

Mr Andrew Paton
Mr Ken Brookes
Ms Liz Foreman

Executive Research Officer
President
President

19 November 2013 Launceston - Consultations
Name
Position
Mr Darren Alexander
Chief Executive Officer
Dr Marc Bowles
Chair
Mr David Male
Director
Ms Kym Goodes
Director
19 November 2013 Scottsdale – Consultations
Name
Position
Mr Michael-Brian Courtney Owner
Mr Rod Martin
Mr Guy Jetson
Ms Judy Barnett
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Owner
Corporate Services Manager
IT Trainer, NBN Community Digital
Hub

Great Ocean Journal
Barwon South West Regional
Development Association
Warrnambool City Council
Port Fairy Business Association
Port Fairy Tourism Association
Organisation
Autech
Institute for Working Futures
Foodismo Project
3p Consulting
Organisation
Courtney Statewide Computer
Services
Scottsdale Art Gallery Cafe
Dorset Council
Dorset Council
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The extent of working at home by
selected job and personal
characteristics

Extent of working at home (%)
None
≤50%
>50%
Employment status
Employed full75.5
21.2
3.3
time
(67.8)
(82.2)
(46.4)
Employed part81.1
10.4
8.5
time
(32.3)
(17.8)
(53.7)
Employee type
84.9
13.8
(93.5)
(35.4)
Employee of own 36.4
43.2
business
(2.8)
(14.3)
Self-employed
31.5
40.0
(3.7)
(20.3)
Contract type (employees only)

1.3
(22.6)
20.4
(24.6)
28.5
(52.9)

Casual

1.9
(30.8)
1.3
(10.3)
1.1
(58.9)

Extent of working at home (%)
None
≤50%
>50%
Industry (one-digit ANZSIC)
Agriculture, forestry and 45.7
25.4
28.9
fishing
(1.4)
(3.5)
(13.9)
Mining
89.4
10.6
0.0
(1.6)
(0.8)
(0.0)
Manufacturing
88.2
9.7
2.2
(9.9)
(4.7)
(3.8)
Electricity, gas, water
82.1
14.4
*3.6
and waste services
(0.9)
(0.7)
(*3.6)
Construction
73.1
22.3
4.6
(8.1)
(10.6) (7.8)
Wholesale trade
66.3
25.4
8.3
(2.7)
(1.5)
(5.3)
Retail trade
89.5
9.4
*1.1
(12.0) (5.4)
(*2.3)
Accommodation and
91.2
7.8
*1.0
food services
(7.5)
(2.8)
(*1.2)
Transport, postal and
84.4
11.9
*3.7
warehousing
(4.9)
(3.0)
(*3.3)
Information media and
70.6
24.9
*4.6
telecommunications
(2.1)
(3.1)
(*2.1)

2.8
(10.6)
3.3
(28.1)

Financial and insurance
services
Renting, hiring and real
estate
Professional, scientific
and technical services

Employee

Fixed term

Permanent

94.1
(23.7)
78.7
(9.3)
83.1
(67.1)

4.0
(6.4)
20.0
(14.8)
15.7
(78.8)

Job tenure

Less than 1 year
1-5 years

85.6
(20.3)
82.5
(44.2)
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11.6
(11.8)
14.2
(32.8)

77.2
(3.8)
65.0
(1.4)
62.3
(6.7)

16.9
(3.6)
25.5
(2.3)
24.8
(11.5)

*5.9
(*4.2)
*9.5
(*3.1)
12.9
(21.5)
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Extent of working at home (%)
None
≤50%
>50%
6-10 years
71.9
21.6
6.5
(17.1)
(22.2)
(24.5)
11-20 years
68.1
25.6
6.4
(11.9)
(19.2)
(17.5)
More than 20
59.3
29.6
11.1
years
(6.5)
(14.1)
(19.4)
Occupation (one-digit ASCO2)
Managers
Professionals
Technicians and
trades
Community and
personal service
Clerical and
administration
Sales workers
Machinery
operators and
drivers
Labourers
Sector of work
Private
Public

53.3
(8.9)
61.9
(18.6)
82.5
(15.0)
90.3
(11.7)
85.5
(17.1)
87.9
(10.7)
92.5
(7.2)

37.4
(27.0)
30.9
(40.1)
14.7
(11.6)
6.3
(3.6)
7.8
(6.8)
10.5
(5.6)
7.0
(2.4)

9.2
(24.4)
7.2
(34.1)
2.8
(8.0)
3.4
(7.3)
6.7
(21.2)
*1.6
(*3.0)
*0.5
(*0.7)

93.1
(10.8)

6.2
(3.1)

*0.7
(*1.4)

76.5
(77.2)
79.8
(22.8)

17.5
(76.3)
19.3
(23.7)

6.0
(95.9)
0.9
(4.1)

Extent of working at home (%)
None
≤50%
>50%
Public administration
71.8
12.0
*0.3
and safety
(3.1)
(4.8)
(*0.4)
Education and training
52.9
43.7
3.5
(6.7)
(23.9) (6.8)
Health care and social
87.9
9.7
2.5
assistance
(13.6) (6.4)
(6.1)
Arts and recreation
79.7
10.8
*9.6
services
(1.8)
(1.0)
(*3.3)
Other services
72.4
16.2
11.4
(3.8)
(3.6)
(9.3)
Working hours preferences
Fewer
About the same
More

67.4
(22.4)
79.2
(60.7)
87.1
(16.8)

27.9
(41.0)
15.9
(52.3)
8.1
(6.8)

4.7
(25.3)
4.9
(14.5)
4.9
(14.5)

Notes: Both row percentages and column percentages are reported. The column percentages are
reported in parentheses. * As a result of small sample size, estimate may not be reliable.
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Appendix 4: The extent of working at home by selected job and personal characteristics

Gender
Male
Female
Age group (years)
15-24
25-34
45-54
55-64
65+
Country of birth
Australia
Main English-speaking
country
Non-English-speaking
country
Remoteness
Major city
Inner regional
Outer regional
Remote areas

Extent of working at home (%)
None
≤50%

>50%

76.8
(53.7)
77.9
(46.3)

19.2
(58.64)
16.2
(41.6)

4.0
(44.7)
5.9
(55.3)

95.5
(22.1)
79.4
(22.9)
72.4
(21.1)
73.5
(20.6)
59.8
(1.9)

3.8
(3.8)
17.6
(22.1)
22.1
(27.9)
21.4
(26.0)
20.6
(2.9)

*0.7
(*2.6)
3.0
(13.6)
5.5
(25.5)
9.6
(26.0)
19.6
(9.9)

78.0
(79.0)
68.5
(7.5)
79.1
(13.5)

17.3
(76.1)
24.7
(11.70
16.4
(12.2)

4.7
(76.0)
6.9
(11.9)
4.5
(12.2)

77.3
(69.4)
78.9
(20.7)
75.0
(8.40
68.8
(1.5)

18.2
(70.6)
15.9
(18.1)
18.8
(9.10
22.9
(2.1)

4.6
(64.6)
5.2
(21.6)
6.2
(11.0)
8.3
(2.8)

9.4
(18.5)
13.6
(1.8)
21.6
(43.9)
24.2
(35.8)

2.3
(16.1)
*4.9
(*2.4)
6.4
(47.8)
6.3
(33.8)

10.4
(121)
10.5
(11.6)

5.2
(22.1)
2.7
(10.7)

Family status
Single without
88.3
dependents
(39.9)
Single with dependents 81.5
(2.5)
Couple without
72.0
dependents
(33.8)
Couple with
69.6
dependents
(23.8)
Education
Below Year 12
84.4
(22.8)
Year 12
86.9
(22.3)
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Certificate or diploma
Degree or higher
Disability
None
Not work limiting
Work limiting

78.4
(33.0)
63.3
(22.0)

16.8
(30.6)
30.3
(45.7)

4.9
(32.3)
6.4
(35.0)

77.8
(84.5)
81.0
(8.2)
69.1
(7.4)

17.9
(84.2)
13.9
(6.1)
20.5
(9.7)

4.3
(74.0)
5.1
(8.1)
10.4
(17.9)

Notes: Both row percentages and column percentages are reported. The column percentages are
reported in parentheses. * As a result of small sample size, estimate may not be reliable.
Source: Wooden M and Fok Y K, ‘Working at home: whatever happened to the revolution?’ In: Wilkins R (Ed), Families, Incomes and Jobs
Volume 8: A statistical report on waves 1–10 of the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia Survey, University of Melbourne,
Melbourne, 2013.
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Data: Internet use in Australia

Accessed the internet, 2010–2011
Age group
15–17
18–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64
>65
Income
Lowest quintile
Second quintile
Third quintile
Fourth quintile
Highest quintile
Remoteness area
Major cities
Inner regional
Outer regional
Remote

Rural and Regional Committee

Per cent
95%
96%
93%
90%
85%
71%
37%
Per cent
59%
67%
84%
89%
94%
Per cent
82%
75%
74%
73%
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Accessed the internet, 2010–2011
Victoria
Melbourne
Barwon
Western Districts
Central Highland
Wimmera
Mallee
Loddon
Goulburn
Ovens–Murray
East Gippsland
Gippsland

Per cent
81%
76%
78%
78%
75%
67%
77%
68%
72%
67%
74%

Source: 8146.0 – Household Use of Information Technology, Australia, 2010–11.

Type of internet access, 2010–2011
Income
Lowest quintile
Second quintile
Third quintile
Fourth quintile
Highest quintile
Remoteness area
Major cities
Inner regional
Outer regional
Remote
Victoria
Melbourne
Barwon
Western Districts
Central Highland
Wimmera
Mallee
Loddon
Goulburn
Ovens–Murray
East Gippsland
Gippsland

Broadband

Dial-up

89%
90%
93%
94%
96%

7%
7%
5%
5%
4%

92%
91%
91%
91%

5%
7%
6%
7%

92%
93%
87%
88%
90%
92%
89%
91%
94%
91%
88%

6%
4%
3%
8%
10%
6%
10%

Source: 8146.0 – Household Use of Information Technology, Australia, 2010–11.
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Appendix 5: Data: Internet use in Australia

Type of internet access, 2010–2011

State / Territory
New South Wales
Victoria
Queensland
South Australia
Western Australia
Tasmania
Northern Territory
ACT
Income
Lowest quintile
Second quintile
Third quintile
Fourth quintile
Highest quintile
Remoteness area
Major cities
Inner regional
Outer regional
Remote
Section of state
Urban
Rural

DSL

Cable

Mobile
broadband

Satellite

61%
57%
62%
63%
69%
70%
70%
66%

12%
15%
10%
6%
4%
1%
1%
7%

16%
14%
18%
21%
17%
17%
22%
15%

3%
1%
2%
2%
2%
4%
2%
1%

58%
60%
66%
63%
64%

8%
11%
9%
11%
12%

19%
17%
17%
17%
16%

3%
2%
2%
2%
2%

61%
66%
61%
49%

14%
2%
-

15%
18%
21%
29%

1%
5%
8%
16%

62%
55%

12%
1%

16%
20%

1%
14%

Source: 8146.0 – Household Use of Information Technology, Australia, 2010–11.

Households with home internet access, 2005–2009
1998
2000
2002
State / Territory
New South Wales
18%
32%
48%
Victoria
15%
34%
46%
Queensland
15%
31%
42%
South Australia
12%
29%
43%
Western Australia
15%
34%
48%
Tasmania
10%
25%
35%
Northern Territory
16%
35%
48%
ACT
27%
46%
60%
Region
Urban
19%
36%
50%
Rural
10%
26%
39%

2005

2007

2009

56%
57%
56%
50%
58%
48%
61%
67%

64%
63%
65%
57%
66%
56%
67%
73%

71%
72%
73%
66%
75%
63%
74%
82%

59%
51%

67%
57%

76%
65%

Source: 8146.0 – Household Use of Information Technology, Australia, 2008–09.
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General comparisons of the evolution of ICT use in Australia:
• In 1996, 8% of households accessed the internet.
•

By 2008–2009, household access to the internet at home had reached 72%.

•

In 2004–2005, of the 4.4 million households with home internet access, 28% had
broadband access and 69% had dial-up access.

Activities performed, 2010–2011
Accessing
government
services
Age group
15–17
18–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64
>65
Income
Lowest quintile
Second quintile
Third quintile
Fourth quintile
Highest quintile
Remoteness area
Major cities
Inner regional
Outer regional
Remote
Area of usual residence
Capital city
Balance of State / Territory
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Buying or
selling
goods or
services

Creating
online
content

Downloading
videos, movies
or music

23%
44%
53%
53%
48%
46%
35%

24%
46%
55%
51%
44%
38%
26%

54%
57%
50%
38%
31%
28%
23%

65%
60%
50%
36%
23%
16%
9%

43%
45%
46%
48%
55%

35%
38%
45%
48%
54%

38%
38%
41%
42%
42%

32%
34%
37%
40%
42%

48%
45%
45%
49%

46%
43%
42%
44%

41%
38%
36%
34%

39%
32%
32%
27%

47%
46%

45%
44%

41%
38%

39%
33%
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Activities performed, 2010–2011

Age group
15–17
18–24
25–34
35–44
45–54
55–64
>65
Income
Lowest quintile
Second quintile
Third quintile
Fourth quintile
Highest quintile
Remoteness area
Major cities
Inner regional
Outer regional
Remote
Area of usual residence
Capital city
Balance of State / Territory
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Listening /
watching
videos,
movies or
music

Education

Emailing

Paying bills
/ banking

83%
81%
68%
51%
39%
27%
19%

78%
61%
50%
51%
44%
37%
24%

79%
93%
93%
91%
90%
89%
91%

15%
66%
78%
71%
64%
60%
43%

48%
50%
54%
54%
56%

45%
45%
48%
49%
56%

88%
88%
91%
92%
94%

51%
56%
63%
68%
76%

55%
47%
47%
40%

50%
47%
44%
41%

92%
88%
87%
86%

65%
58%
60%
65%

55%
48%

50%
46%

92%
89%

65%
61%
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Activities performed, 2010–2011
Research, news
and general
browsing
Age group
15–17
85%
18–24
89%
25–34
87%
35–44
89%
45–54
88%
55–64
86%
>65
81%
Income
Lowest quintile
84%
Second quintile
86%
Third quintile
87%
Fourth quintile
89%
Highest quintile
91%
Remoteness area
Major cities
87%
Inner regional
88%
Outer regional
86%
Remote
87%
Area of usual residence
Capital city
87%
Balance of State / Territory
87%

Social networking
and online
gaming

Voice or video
calls

88%
86%
75%
53%
37%
28%
17%

22%
27%
33%
29%
26%
25%
25%

53%
55%
57%
57%
54%

24%
24%
26%
27%
37%

56%
53%
55%
50%

30%
23%
22%
19%

56%
54%

30%
23%

Source: 8146.0 – Household Use of Information Technology, Australia, 2010–11.
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Appendix 5: Data: Internet use in Australia

Broadband coverage in Victoria
Analysis of coverage for the three ‘waves’ of fixed broadband in Victoria in December 2009,
highlights that:
•
•

•

Coverage of first wave broadband (equivalent ADSL1 services offering speeds up to 8
Mbps) is near universal
Second wave broadband (equivalent ADSL2+ and cable pay TV services offering
speeds between 8 Mbps and 50 Mbps) is most widely available in Metropolitan
Melbourne and although in regional areas coverage can be patchy, it is available in
most regional towns and centres of over 200 people
Third wave broadband (equivalent fibre optic and upgraded DOCSIS 3.0. pay TV cable
services offering speeds greater than 50 Mbps) coverage is very low – only 0.9% of
households and 3.8% of businesses in Victoria had access to third wave broadband
services – only in parts of Melbourne.

Source: Victorian Government, Submission to the House of Representatives Infrastructure and Communications Committee Inquiry into the
Role and Potential of the National Broadband Network, Victorian Government, Melbourne, 2011.
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Source: www.zdnet.com/australian-broadband-speeds-slow-akamai-report-7000014437/.
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

NBN government initiatives

Digital Communities
Broadband for Seniors
Digital Enterprise
Online Retail
Smart Grid, Smart City
Sustainable Australia-managed motorways
Telehealth Trials
Medicare Benefits Schedule
NBN-enabled Education and Skills Services
NBN-enabled Tele-education Project
Telework Forum
Tell Us Once
Service Delivery Reform
data.gov.au
Regional Australia
NBN Regional Legal Assistance Program
Australian Broadcasting Corporation / Education Services Australia Education Portal
Remote Hearing and Vision Services for Children
Department of Human Services – Leveraging the NBN to Enhance Service Delivery
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation – Putting Museums
Online

Source: NBN Factsheet (www.nbnco.com.au).
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