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Terms of
Reference

57th 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 e-business 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 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
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.

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

I would particularly like to thank Monica
Babine, Senior Associate, Program for
Digital Initiatives, Washington State
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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:

“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

• 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 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.
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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.

“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

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.

L-R: Mr Damian Drum MLC, Mr Geoff Howard MP (Deputy Chair), Mr Paul Weller MP (Chairman),
Mr Ian Trezise MP & Mr Andrew Katos MP
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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 objects. E-business – the practice of
using information and communications technologies to support
business activities – is an intrinsic component of an information
economy.

“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

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 e-businesses 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.

L-R: Mr Ian Trezise MP, Mr Geoff Howard MP (Deputy Chair), Mr Jock Serong
& Mr Paul Weller MP (Chairman)

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
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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.

“If we’re not a
clever country,
we’re in trouble.”
Mr Bruce Anson,
Port Fairy

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 e-business 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.
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.
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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.
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.

“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

L-R: Ms Georgia von Guttner, Mr Damian Drum MLC & Mr Paul Weller MP (Chairman)
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L-R: Mr Jason Shields, Mr Michael Crisera, Mr Andrew Plunkett, Mr Damian Drum MLC,
Mr John Wilson & Mr Paul Weller MP (Chairman)

Chapter 10: Our mobile future
Australia has one of the highest levels of use of mobile phones and internetcapable 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).
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L-R: Mr Damian Drum MLC, Mr Geoff Howard MP (Deputy Chair), Mr Rohan McMahon, Mr Paul Weller MP (Chairman)
& Mr Andrew Katos MP

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.
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.
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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 ‘crosspollination’ 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:
•
•
•
•

“The answer is
that these are
environments,
rather than just
offices.”
Dr Tim Williams,
Melbourne

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.

Rural and Regional Committee at Smart House, Armidale

“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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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 homebased 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
• 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
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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

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
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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

18   Rural and Regional Committee Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

Rural and Regional Committee Inquiry into Telecommuting and E-Business

19

L-R: Mr Paul Weller MP, Chairman, Mr Ian Trezise MP, Mr Andrew Katos MP, Mr Damian Drum MLC & Mr Geoff Howard MP, Deputy Chair.
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