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Abstract:

This document presents an innovative proposal aimed at reducing inequality of access to telecommunication services and maximizing access to information.

________

Within the context of liberalizing the telecommunication sector and opening it to competition, a process now under way in Venezuela, the main focus of the country's telecommunication policies and legislation is on universal access and service. Thus, the National Telecommunication Plan, the Telecommunication Act and the Internet decree promote an open, competitive market structure that will not only encourage the diversity, quality, expansion and development of services but also foster access to those services according to the principles of equality, the inclusion of remote areas, and economic and social integration.

Accordingly, and given their function as a public service, telecommunications are subject to quality standards and special targets aimed at assuring a uniform basic level of coverage, universal service obligations, and the requirement that service be provided to schools, universities, libraries and community centres on preferential terms as to access and price. 

Access to service thus becomes a key tool for tackling inequality and marginalization amongst our people. The challenge, in other words, is how to ensure that the information and knowledge flows which gradually develop in an online society can reach the most disadvantaged segments of the population. 

Overall, the process that must be followed, as determined on the basis of an analysis of utilization and impact, consists chiefly of providing the target population with access to new information and communication technology (ICT) services through a telecentre. This gives the user an opportunity to learn how to use telecommunication infrastructure and the systems, processes and programmes 

offered at a telecentre in order to communicate or to request any services that may be of interest, so that they can be easily and productively used. It is expected that the continued use of such services and applications will in fact increase the user's well-being and consequently that of his or her family.

Seen from this perspective, the fact that CONATEL is designing, developing and establishing multipurpose telecentres [Telecentros de Servicios Multipropósitos] (TSMs) opens up a wide range of possibilities for extending the service network to areas not yet served (broadening geographical coverage) and providing affordable telecommunication services to low‑income groups (assuring equitable distribution), all the while employing an appropriate level of technology so that people will have access to telecommunication and information services as well as to additional tools and activities that will help support education and job training and encourage users to make use of the services provided. All of this will have a multiplier effect that will benefit the community by strengthening its ability to take action and having a positive impact on its comprehensive development.

It is important to point out that the problems of marginal urban and rural population groups will not be resolved by means of telecentres alone. However, the telecentres must be seen as part of an integrated community development strategy which focuses on the people's economic, social and cultural well-being. This requires close cooperation and coordination between different arms of government, multilateral agencies and non‑governmental organizations, as well as equipment suppliers and telecommunication service operators. 

Overall, then, there is a need to focus on a comprehensive, modular and flexible solution that will provide services and applications which are valued by the target population, that will bring them benefits and raise their standard of living. This process requires involving the community decisively right from the planning stage, as the participation and commitment of community leaders or grass‑roots organizations in defining the telecentre's operating policies and guidelines and designing its main activities will be a critical factor in its success. Only in this way will we be able to guarantee the principle of community management and ownership that is fundamental to assuring the sustainability of the telecentre.

Multipurpose telecentres - CONATEL model

Objectives of telecentres
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Who will benefit?

The target community for the telecentres (see Table 1) consists of low-income families and/or individuals from urban and rural areas who are economically disadvantaged or suffer from a lack of information and services, and who in their homes or workplaces do not have access to information-technology facilities that would permit their personal development and allow the exchange of information and goods. 

Table 1

User/client groups

	•
Local low-income community (rural or urban).

•
Children (whether or not enrolled in school).

•
Adolescents (students, graduates, drop-outs).

•
Adults (employed, unemployed).

•
Non‑governmental organizations, government organizations.

•
Teachers, educators, workers, small and medium-sized enterprises, municipal and state authorities, etc.


What do the multipurpose telecentres offer?

At a multipurpose telecentre, the local community must be able to find a place that offers telecommunication services and technical information tools (see Table 2), as well as support staff who can respond to, guide and direct their needs, and enforce rules to ensure that the telecentre's resources are properly used.

Table 2

Uses and applications

	•
Training: Information systems, school projects, languages, work-related training, management and marketing techniques for microenterprises, etc.

•
Telecommunication services: 
(
Access to basic public telephone service.

(
Access to the Internet and to webpages (commercial services and information enquiries).

(
E‑mail; etc.

•
Uses and applications:

(
Office work and entertainment.

(
Thematic networks.

(
Job postings.

(
Management of community projects.

(
Publishing of community newsletters.

(
Telemedicine, distance education, telework.

•
Creation of contact networks: Internal and external, local, national and international (discussion forums, e‑mail, news, chat, webpages).

•
Additional services:

Business support services: Data inputting; webpage development; photocopying, scanning, printing; individual computer use; design and production of newsletters and information brochures; sale of diskettes, zip disks and other supplies.

Services to citizens: Dealings with government agencies; technical-assistance and training services in regard to productive activities and legal, social and economic matters through contacts with networks of specialists; shipping and mailbox services; the possibility of setting up a virtual town hall involving online chat, neighbourhood surveys, public hearings, etc.


Design elements

1
Model structure

•
Phase I: Telecentre analysis and feasibility
This phase is concerned with the following:

1)
Description of the project's catchment area; social, cultural and economic profile of direct and indirect beneficiaries; needs that can be met by the telecentre; local resources and capabilities available, and potential sources of assistance and cooperation for setting up the telecentre and bringing it into service.

2)
Identification and evaluation of the physical infrastructure already in place in the area where the telecentre is to operate.

3)
Verification of the legal and administrative foundations of the telecentre: ownership of assets, legitimacy of the representatives of the community organization taking part in the establishment of the telecentre, administrative capacity, required permits.

4)
Determination of the telecentre's sustainability: sources of revenue, market, sales and marketing. This study implies the evaluation of such areas as supplies of inputs, public and private-sector competitors, socioeconomic statistics and potential demand, so that an aggressive marketing strategy can be mounted. In addition, the appropriateness of various kinds of technologies and Internet access providers should be studied. The costs associated with each telecentre need to be optimized from a financial standpoint, depending on the organizational, administrative and management framework that has been devised. The telecentre's sustainability may be calculated on the basis of net present value, internal rate of return or any other acceptable method.

•
Phase II: Basic configuration
In the architectural and engineering design for the telecentre project (see Figure 1), the criteria utilized have been based both on technical considerations - in other words, the physical infrastructure (the basic telecommunication network) and the information-technology infrastructure (systems and applications), as well as occupational factors and the knowledge to be disseminated within a community (elements of supply) - and on the social and economic needs of the individuals and communities involved - in other words, content (elements of demand).

Figure 1
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And so we have:

•
Telecommunication infrastructure: The presence of the network (either a wire‑based or wireless land network or a satellite network) to support the telecentre's connectivity. This is the largest initial cost factor for a telecentre project, and can represent an obstacle to establishing a telecentre in more remote areas.

•
Fitting out of premises: Construction and fitting out of premises; and installation of lines and equipment, computers, telephones and printers. The floor space available has to be allocated according to the needs identified and the services to be provided, following an evaluation of the demand and the premises to be used.

Telecentre prototypes have to be adaptable to each community's physical characteristics. The design must be flexible, given that premises which have been donated or transferred from other uses may already exist. 

•
The telecentre's systems, processes and programmes: This refers to the operating systems and applications loaded into the computers, and the management systems for the institutional and operating processes necessary in order for the telecentres to run properly, including evaluation systems. In this connection, the experimental nature of pilot telecentres supposes that the model will develop and evolve during implementation and in subsequent phases. This demands administration and learning systems that are adaptable and flexible. The effort and investment made and the rapid evolution of needs and technological alternatives not only justify, but indeed demand, that costs be monitored and that the real impact be measured so as to minimize any gap between operational adjustments and the evolution of strategies according to the project's objectives and assumptions. 

•
Human resources and training: In general, the telecentre has to fit into a horizontal organization structure in which roles and responsibilities are allocated and reshuffled from time to time. Accordingly, the facilitators must be skilled in the use of computer tools, be drawn from the local area being served and have close relations with the community. 

•
Content: The services and applications of the telecentres are subject to the availability of content. Content must be provided according to a coherent approach based on the objectives sought, and must respond to needs that have been identified within the communities. Accordingly, in the generation of local content, special emphasis is placed on a community having its own website, conceived as a portal (see Figure 3), which encourages community identification and promotion.

The TSM portal will therefore be the first interface that users encounter with their information‑technology tools. It will become an entry point aimed at responding to and reflecting their interests. Consequently, the design and functionality of the portal will be determined on the basis of those characteristics. 

figure 3
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•
Phase III: Coordination and support from institutions (both public and private) for executing the telecentre project
Since the multipurpose telecentres represent a community project that is social in nature, it is essential that alliances and/or cooperation agreements be sought out and struck in connection with respect to the project's aims, in order to consolidate strategies aimed at guaranteeing the project's smooth running at both the operational and financial levels. Creating the potential for such collaboration requires the following:

–
On the part of government

Promoting initiatives to:

1)
Support and strengthen the telecentres by means of special incentives, e.g. low-interest loans, reduced telecommunication rates, treasury guidelines or tax exemptions.

2)
Mount special programmes geared to minorities, disabled persons and the underprivileged.

3)
Improve the communication infrastructure, occupational training and the development of human resources.

4)
Promote the production of appropriate local content, services and applications.

5)
Incorporate the multipurpose telecentres within regional development programmes.

–
On the part of telecommunication operators

1)
Facilitating access at reasonable rates, and the use of efficient technological solutions.

2)
Providing technical support for planning, operations, and equipment maintenance and upgrading.

–
On the part of other institutions and enterprises, both public and private

1)
Making human resources available in the areas of training, technical support, content development, etc., in support of the multipurpose telecentres' activities.
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2
Operating framework

The telecentres' management must identify needs and possible markets for providing new services and bringing them into operation. In practice, telecentres' operations must conform to a series of conditions established according to the availability of resources, the demand, market considerations, security restrictions and so forth. This will be reflected in procedural rules and requirements to which each telecentre's management will have to conform. 

3
Financing

Even though multipurpose telecentres may receive government or private funding, they are owned by the community and it is the community that administers them. 

The telecentres are not-for-profit entities. Their sources of income may be:

•
Premises: Leased or on loan.

•
Equipment: Donations from public or private entities, or purchases at discounted prices.

•
Telecommunications: With universal service in areas where there is no telecommunication operator, or with donations from operators in places where an operator has a physical presence, or with funds raised by the community.

•
Installation of infrastructure: Donations of money and materials, contributions by the community in the form of labour, assistance from service companies, etc.

•
Operating costs: Financed for a maximum of one year, or until the telecentre manages to become self-financing; a preferential rate for telecommunication services (services should be charged at a low rate initially, which is then raised gradually).

Success factors

1
Independence

A telecentre, as an institution, should remain aloof from political issues. Accordingly, the director of a telecentre must take care not to act in any way that might suggest political bias.

It is important in this connection that the staff be chosen carefully so as to avoid any suspicion and resentment, and to maintain a solid, modern, technically advanced image, free of any associations that might call its image of independence and professionalism into question.

2
Community management

Whether or not the telecentre is properly run will determine the degree of trust that companies and users place in it for engaging its services and/or using its facilities.

Good management relates to having proper documentation in regard to internal rules and regulations. In particular, provision must be made with regard to the following:

•
hours of business;

•
authorization for use;

•
supervision of classrooms, equipment, documentation, etc.;

•
duties and responsibilities of the telecentre's staff;

•
standards of user behaviour;

•
monitoring and supervision mechanisms.

3
Security

Terms such as quality, management and independence speak to the telecentre's image of professionalism. However, they will be meaningless if they are not accompanied by the most rigorous security measures in regard to the handling of information. 

In this connection, security measures must be established with respect to such considerations as the following:

•
identification of users on the telecentre's various networks;

•
restriction of user access with respect not only to premises but also to documentation, applications and information recorded in the equipment database;

•
checking of discs and files from elsewhere (virus protection).

4
Appropriate selection of personnel

The administrative staff must be drawn from the local community. They must be able to manage organizational tools and must possess good communication skills. They must also be interested in and have an aptitude for learning and sharing information. 

5
Continuous training

This is a key factor that will help to strengthen the telecentre and enhance its ability to deal with the demand for traditional services and to train people in the creative processes inherent in the telecentre's operations.
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