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ICT USERS IN REMOTE INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES" 

K E R R Y  M c C A L L U M  A N D  F R A N C O  P A P A N D R E A  (Refereed) 
Information and communications technologies (ICT) have been increasingly integrated into 
the delivery of many public and commercial services including banking, health, education and 
social security assistance. They have also become an important medium for social interaction 
and can help reduce the sense of isolation of people in remote communities. Adequate access 
to ICT infrastructure, a prerequisite to the delivery of services, has therefore attracted much 
attention in public policy-making. 

Remote Indigenous communities being among the most disadvantaged in Australian society 
have attracted some special attention. For them, access to adequate telecommunications 
services are thought to be crucial to the delivery of public services aimed at improving their 
socio-economic wellbeing. In the past decade, acknowledging the poor state of 
communication infrastructure and service delivery in remote Indigenous communities, 
governments have implemented several programs and policy initiatives with the aim of 
improving access and use of telephone internet services of residents in those communities. 
While initiatives such as the Telecommunications Action Plan for Remote Indigenous 
Communities (TAPRIC) have helped provide access to basic facilities, the use of 
communications services remains at very low levels. The latest relevant data by the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS)1, for example, show that 78.7 per cent of Indigenous people in 
remote communities (rising to 92.2 per cent in very remote communities) did not have access 
to the Internet in 2006. 

While access to ICT services is a pre-requisite for their use it does not guarantee use. Other 
factors are also at play. TAPRIC, for example, discussed some of the obstacles that impinge 
on the use and consumption of communication services in remote Indigenous communities. 
They include cultural, social and economic factors such as low income and affordability, low 
educational levels and literacy, lack of knowledge of available services and benefits that 
accrue from their use, lack of training and incapacity to use the services, poor and inadequate 
housing, and other obstacles arising from the isolation and the harsh environment prevalent in 
remote communities. Information on the availability and use of ICT services in remote 
Indigenous communities is scarce.  

Several studies have identified significant relationships between socio-demographic factors 
and the take-up of new communication services. For example, researchers at the National 
Centre for Social and Economic Modelling concluded that the regional differences can be 
explained by differences in socio-demographic factors, particularly educational qualifications 
and income levels.2 Analysis of 2001 census data by Lloyd and Bill3 found that ‘Indigenous 
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people are much less likely to use a home computer and the Internet than non-Indigenous’. 
Similarly, they found that ‘the odds of someone in a remote region using the Internet are less 
than 60 per cent of those in major cities’ even after accounting for socioeconomic differences. 
Daly4 (2001) also stressed the importance of social and cultural factors to technology usage 
by Indigenous Australians living in remote and rural areas. While these studies are valuable in 
understanding the impact of socio-demographic factors on use of ICT services, they provide 
little information on users themselves. 

This paper reports some findings of a research study into telephone and Internet use in remote 
Indigenous communities in central Australia. The aim of the study was to help understand the 
communication needs of local users and obstacles that may need addressing in policies 
designed to enhance service delivery and use in remote communities. Information on 
telephone and internet use and related factors was collected in personal interviews with 48 
adult Indigenous residents from 14 different communities. The population of the communities 
ranged in size from 30 people to over 600. While each had some form of publicly accessible 
Internet facility (the primary criterion for inclusion in the study), facilities ranged from 
minimal ad-hoc access on a needs basis at the community’s administrative office, to stand-
alone remote transaction centres with public Internet facilities. The findings on telephone and 
internet usage are reported separately. 

All the communities that participated in study suffered from a degree of social disadvantage 
— some communities much more than others. A high level of unemployment is typical. In 
most cases very few people were in full-time jobs, and job prospects were extremely limited. 
A high dependence on social security benefits went hand-in-hand with the high 
unemployment levels. In virtually all of the communities English was a second language after 
the community language, but it is the primary language for education, communication with 
authorities, commercial contacts, and use of technologies such as the Internet. Education 
opportunities were limited, and incentives for positive outcomes are low. English literacy was 
generally poor. Social problems were common and vandalism was a widespread problem for 
public facilities such as public telephones and public access Internet terminals. 

The study 
The collection of information from Indigenous persons in remote communities is quite a 
considerably difficult task. Many of the standard procedures used to ensure reliability of 
survey tools are largely inappropriate in the social and cultural environment of remote 
Indigenous communities. There are many obstacles that need to be overcome. These include: 
natural suspicion of strangers (researchers) asking people to answer questions, cultural and 
social protocols to be observed when approaching people, particularly women, natural 
shyness of Indigenous people (many of the women interviewed expressed feeling ‘shame’ in 
talking to the researchers), language difficulties, and people being away from the community. 
Pragmatic considerations of cultural protocols also dictate the type of questions that can be 
asked in interviews. Personal questions that are common in other circumstance, such as age, 
income, employment and marital status are often considered to be intrusive and, if asked, 
seldom elicit reliable responses. The development and planning of the project was guided by 
these considerations. 

                                                                                                                                                         
 
3  Lloyd, R. and A. Bill (2004:78), op cit supra footnote 5. 
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For budgetary reasons, it was necessary to confine the research to Indigenous communities in 
central Australia. Nonetheless the territory covered extended for several thousand kilometres 
and several diverse communities within the provinces of the Central Land Council in the 
Northern Territory and of the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara Council in the north-west 
corner of South Australia. The primary criterion for inclusion in the population of potential 
communities was the availability of some form of public access to the Internet within the 
community. TAPRIC data were used as the starting point for identifying potential individual 
communities. To avoid excessive bias towards larger communities (that is, those most likely 
to have public Internet facilities), some emphasis was given to identifying smaller 
communities that had access to the Internet.  

Once the regions of interest were settled and potential communities were selected, initial 
telephone contact was made with Chief Executive Officer (CEO) or Municipal Services 
Officer (MSO)5 to discuss the possibility of including their community in the research. This 
was followed up with a letter (email or fax) including details of the proposed research for use 
by the CEOs/MSOs in submitting proposals for consideration by their Community Councils. 
Once the research visits were approved by the Community Councils, applications for 
appropriate permits to enter the selected Indigenous communities for the purpose of research 
were lodged with either the Central Land Council or the Anangu Pitjantjatjara Yankunytjatjara 
Council as appropriate. Overall, 14 communities were selected for the study (see Figure 1 for 
details) 

There were two stages to the data collection. First, community-wide data on telephone and 
Internet facilities available within the community were collected in personal interviews with 
the CEO/MSO or the Chair of the Community Council or other knowledgeable Community 
Leader. In part this was intended as a stocktake of the range of telecommunication services 
present and potentially accessible to community members. The primary aim was to use these 
data to produce a brief case study of the situation in each of the communities included in the 
study. Although the interview questionnaire focused on telephone and Internet facilities and 
use, the discussions with the CEOs/MSOs and Community Leaders extended to a broader 
range of related issues, such as the community’s capacity to sustain Internet facilities, 
employment, capacity of users to pay for services, and provision of ICT training. Each 
interview/discussion with CEOs/MSOs and Community Leaders took one to two hours. 

                                                 
 
5 The titles reflect terminologies used in the Northern Territory (CEO) and South Australia (MSO) to refer to 

the chief administrative officer of community councils in remote Indigenous communities. 
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Figure 1: Location of Remote Indigenous Communities Participating in the 
Study 

 
The second aspect involved the collection of data relating to individual users in personal 
interviews with adult members of the community. Community Leaders helped the researchers 
identify potential interviewees and, where practical, a list of potential interviewees was 
compiled. With the help of a community liaison person, the researchers sought to establish 
whether the potential interviewees were actually present in the community at the time of the 
research visit and thus available to be invited to participate in the study. Those potentially 
available for interview were then located and were asked by the community liaison person 
whether they were willing to be interviewed. Those agreeing to be interviewed were then 
provided with an outline of the nature and purpose of the research and were advised that 
participation was entirely voluntary. Before the start of interviews, interviewees signed 
individual informed consent statements to confirm their willingness to participate. In total 48 
interviews were conducted with individual community members.  

The whole data collection process, including the interview questionnaires, was pre-approved 
by the University of Canberra Committee for Ethics in Human Research. 

For the data collection, the researchers were based in Alice Springs (NT) and Umuwa (SA) 
and made individual day trips to each of the selected communities. Typically, community-
wide data on infrastructure and facilities were collected in interviews with a knowledgeable 
senior community representative (CEO/MSO, Chair Community Council, or other senior 
Community Leader). Discussions were also held with other knowledgeable people, such as 
Community Development Officers, Library Managers, Arts Centre Managers, and community 
leaders, who were often associated in some way with Internet facilities providing access to 
community members. This enabled the researchers to build a reasonable picture of Internet 
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services and their use within each community. Additional information on users was collected 
from interviews with individual residents in each community. 

Community Telephone and Internet Facilities 
In each of the communities visited there was also at least one public telephone. In virtually all 
cases the public phones were capable of receiving incoming calls. Vandalism damage to the 
public phones was a common concern of all communities. Generally, public phones tended to 
be located in close proximity to the Community office or Store which offered some protection 
from vandalism. For the same reason, the largely vandal-proof public phone developed by the 
Centre for Appropriate Technologies (CAT) was increasingly popular. But vandalism was not 
the only concern in terms of maintaining public telephones in working order. Jammed coins 
and ‘full coin boxes’ were frequently reported as major reasons for the public phones being 
out of order. These latter problems could easily be averted with some greater attention by 
service providers. Also, the coin box problems are diminishing as more phones that accept 
prepaid cards are installed. 

A large proportion of households in most of the communities had a fixed telephone service. 
This was apparently the result of two trials that promoted the installation of pre-paid card 
fixed telephone services in households. In the year preceding the research, several of the 
communities had taken part took part in a Commonwealth Government-funded trial 
(iConnect), managed by PY Media which provided participating households with free 
installation of a fixed telephone service for an initial purchase of a $25 starter pack, 
comprising a telephone handset and a $10 PhoneAway card. Households connected to 
iConnect service have no ongoing rental costs and pay for services with prepaid PhoneAway 
cards. At the time of the study, some of the communities were participating in the trail of a 
Telstra pre-paid card service (Country Calling Line). Unlike the iConnect service, Telstra’s 
Country Calling Line services provided free installation and rental for the trial period only 
after which the service was subject to a monthly rental of $25.99. There was some concern 
that not all those connecting to the Country Calling Line service were not fully aware of their 
post-trial liability to pay a monthly rental charge and were likely to be unable to retain the 
service in the longer term.  

In communities within mobile telephone coverage, the study found that prepaid mobile 
services were also popular. Their popularity stemmed from the freedom to receive/make calls 
anywhere, and the ability to control expenditure on use of the service with prepayments (and 
no regular payment to maintain a connection to the service).  

Financial hardship was reported as a concern in several of the communities participating in 
the study. In each case the problem typically involved suspension or disconnection of a 
standard telephone service after accumulation of a substantial unpaid debt for telephone use. 
Restoration of a disconnected service is subject to the payment of a reconnection fee, in 
addition to payment (or making arrangements for the payment) of the outstanding debt. The 
standard telephone service involving a fixed monthly rental, plus charges for use, can create 
financial difficulties for subscribers who are often burdened with the payment for excessive 
use of the service by extended family members or kin. Because family and cultural 
obligations usually make it difficult for subscribers to limit or restrict use, alternatives such as 
prepaid services are generally considered to be preferable and more appropriate alternatives to 
the standard telephone service.  

Phones in remote Indigenous communities serve largely a ‘life-line’ function. Most of the 
individuals interviewed for this research reported making very few calls. They indicated that 
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they wanted the service primarily because it enabled them to receive calls, and thus remain in 
contact with family and friends outside the community. Within a community itself, it was 
uncommon for people to call each other on the telephone; personal direct contact was the 
preferred means of contacting and socialising with other community members. For many 
community members, calls to non-family and friends were mainly intermediated by other 
persons. Low literacy and unfamiliarity with bureaucratic or commercial procedures make it 
very difficult for many of the older community members to deal directly with government 
departments and commercial organisations such as banks. The intermediation is largely 
provided by Community Development Officers or other Community Council staff, and the 
related telephone calls are made from the Council’s office.  

Private access to the Internet in Indigenous households in remote communities is very rare. 
Few households had a computer, and fewer had a connection to Internet services. The high 
dependence on social welfare makes the cost of purchasing a computer and subscribing to an 
Internet service beyond the reach of most households.  

In all the communities, however, there was recognition that Internet services were valuable to 
the community and improved the welfare of users. Even a very basic service such as 
electronic access to a bank account can have welfare implications. We were told in one 
community that prior to the availability of Internet services it was not uncommon for 
individuals to use the local commercial ATM to check that their social security payments had 
been credited to their account. On the scheduled crediting day, some would access the ATM to 
check their balance several times while waiting for the credit to be effected and would be 
charged a $2 fee each time they did so. For someone totally dependent on social security 
payments such ATM fees were not insignificant. Electronic banking via the Internet avoids 
such fees, and its popularity among users in all the communities we visited is a clear 
endorsement of its benefits. 

All communities were connected to the Internet. Multiple connections, independently 
maintained, were common. Generally, the Community Council office, the School, the Health 
clinic, the Library (where available) and some of the more commercialised Arts centres were 
connected to the Internet. In most communities, there was some kind of arrangement or 
service not necessarily a dedicated facility, which allowed community members to connect to 
the Internet to use a service. In a small number of communities this was no more than an 
informal arrangement whereby someone wishing to access the Internet to check their bank 
balance was allowed brief access to a computer terminal at the Community Council office or 
some other facility with an Internet connection. Access in such cases was described as being 
provided on ‘a needs basis’ and excluded Internet use for anything other than accessing the 
needed service. Access to the Internet for email, web browsing, or accessing information was 
generally available only to staff of the entity owning the computer facilities.  

Several communities had dedicated computer terminals for public access to the Internet. 
Broadband services were available in about half of the communities. Most of the 
arrangements for public access in the communities studied rely on satellite connections for 
access to the Internet. A narrow range of services was generally provided, typically confined 
to email, banking, payment of bills and web browsing.  

In most cases the terminals were located within the Community Council office. In a few 
communities, public access Internet terminals were provided in a library setting or as part of a 
rural transaction centre. For most of the facilities located within Council offices, access was 
provided only after making a request for access to Council staff. In a couple of communities, 
a single terminal was provided in the entry foyer where members of the public could access 
the computer terminal’s keyboard directly without having to gain access to the office proper. 
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The computer and monitor were located behind a security mesh. In some Council facilities, a 
dedicated terminal that afforded privacy to a user had been established for Internet banking.  

We came across two examples where public access Internet services were part of broader and 
integrated facilities for access to information and services.  

The first was part of the Northern Territory Library’s program to establish a Library and 
Knowledge Centre (LKC) in selected remote communities. A LKC combines traditional and 
non-traditional library services, including a community knowledge database and public 
Internet access services. At the time of the research visits, LKCs were at different stages of 
establishment in two of the communities in the study sample — Ti Tree and Lyente Apurte. At 
Ti Tree, the LKC was in the process of relocation to improved premises. At Lyente Apurte, 
negotiations were at an advanced stage to add the LKC internet facility to the school’s LATIS 
network connection. At the time of writing this report, the LKCs are understood to be 
operating actively in both communities.  

The second example relates to the establishment of rural transaction centres. Two 
communities (Amata and Mimili) were participating in a pilot program to establish PY Ku 
(rural transaction) centres providing a range of services including public access Internet 
facilities6. An integral part of the establishment of the PY Ku centres involved training 
community members to use the services, as well as more intense training for local 
community-based PY Ku officers to work in the centre. A significant part of the role of the PY 
Ku officers was to assist and encourage community members to access Internet-based 
services.  

Overall, in virtually all the communities, access to the Internet facilities was largely restricted 
to office hours Monday to Friday. No access is generally available after hours or on the 
weekend and public holidays. Given that access is available at no charge to users, the low 
level of demand for Internet services is largely a reflection of: the constraints on access, the 
limited knowledge of available services, and the limited capacity of users to use the services. 
Where there is a definite benefit accruing from use, such as for Internet banking, community 
members have demonstrated a clear interest and preparedness to use the service. In our 
discussions with actual and potential users in remote Indigenous communities, we found very 
little knowledge of, but considerable curiosity and interest in, services such as email, web 
browsing and standard Internet services, suggesting that with proper facilities and training 
there would be a sizable demand for them. 

For each of the communities included in the study, Table 1 provides summary details of public 
telephones and Internet services available within the community. 

 

                                                 
 
6 The plan is to establish a centrally managed network of seven PY Ku centres at Iwantja (Indulkana), Mimili, 

Kaltjiti (Fregon), Pukatja (Ernabella), Amata Kalka/Pipalyatjara and Watarru. 
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Telephone and Internet Users 
The collection of information on the use of telephones and Internet from Indigenous people in 
remote communities was quite a challenging task. Notwithstanding the extensive planning of 
the community visits and consultation and coordination with community representatives, our 
ability to identify potential respondents for the field survey and securing their agreement to 
provide personal information was constrained by a variety of factors (cultural and others) that 
impinge on the ability of researchers to collect this type of information. Such constraints are a 
common feature of studies of this type and are not just a peculiarity of the research, or of the 
research design, in this instance.  

As part of the field research, we conducted 48 face-to-face interviews on the use of telephones 
and Internet with Indigenous respondents. All respondents were adults (over 18 years); 33 
were female and 15 were male. 

It should be noted that the respondents are not necessarily representative of Indigenous 
populations in remote communities. One of the aims of the study was to collect data on 
telephone and Internet users. Thus an important criterion for the selection of respondents was 
a high potential usage of the telephone and Internet. On the basis of that criterion, potential 
respondents were identified by knowledgeable community residents. While there is some 
inherent bias in this approach, it does nonetheless identify ‘typical’ users (as distinct from 
non-users) in the communities and thus provides a reasonably representative picture of the use 
of telephone and Internet services in participating communities7.  

Three quarters of respondents reported having a fixed line service in their household. This is a 
considerably higher proportion than the 2002 average of 43 per cent of homes in remote 
Indigenous communities reported by the ABS (2004a). In addition, a little more than a quarter 
of respondents indicated that a mobile phone was owned by a member of their household. 
Only four of the 48 respondents did not have access to either a fixed or a mobile phone 
service in their household (see Table 2 for details). 

Table 2: Telephones in Households  

 Male Female Total 
Fixed line phone in household 
Yes 
No 

 
9 
6 

 
27 
6 

 
36 
12 

Mobile phone owned by household member 
Yes 
No 

 
6 
9 

 
8 

25 

 
14 
34 

Neither fixed nor mobile phone in household 3 1 4 

Throughout the communities visited, there was a significant interest in the use of prepaid 
phone services as a way of managing costs of having a telephone service (applicable to both 
fixed and mobile services). The low rate of ownership of mobile services reflects in part the 
fact that several of the visited communities were not within the coverage area of mobile 
services. 

                                                 
 
7 Many people in remote Indigenous communities make little or no regular use of telephone or Internet 

services. Consistent with the aims of the study, those interviewed were drawn primarily from known regular 
users of the services and are largely representative of such users.  
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Telephone usage by Indigenous people in remote communities is very low. About half of 
respondents had not used the phone at all in the week prior to the interviews. Most of those 
who had used a phone in the week before the survey had done so on fewer than five 
occasions. The higher level of usage reported by a small number of respondents was largely 
connected with their work. Cost of calls was given as the primary reason for low usage. 
Indeed, a substantial proportion of those indicating they had a phone at home, reported that 
they used that phone primarily to receive calls, preferring to use the public phone or a phone 
at the Council office for outgoing calls because of their lower cost (typically free when using 
a Council office phone).  

Respondents were asked to indicate their principal reasons for using the telephone generally 
(not just in the previous week). Respondents to the question could state more than one reason. 
Communicating with friends and family was by far the predominant reason given for the use 
of the telephone. A full list of the stated reasons is provided in Table 3. 

Table 3: Principal Reasons for Using the Telephone 

Reason Per cent of respondents 
Communicating with friends and family 79 
Communicating with government agencies such as 
Centrelink, the Tax Office 

17 

Communicating with health or other professionals 4 
Employment related 10 
Other (main stated reasons were: paying bills and 
banking) 

17 

Respondents were also asked to indicate the main reasons for the unavailability of a public 
phone when they want to use it. Consistent with the vandalism problem noted in the collection 
of general community data, of the 34 respondents responding to this question, 56 per cent 
gave ‘the phone is damaged’ as the reason for the unavailability of public phones. A faulty 
telephone was reported as a main reason by 32 per cent of respondents. 

Among the respondents less than 25 per cent of Indigenous households had a computer, and 
less than half of those that had a computer also had an Internet connection at home.  

Internet usage of Indigenous people in remote communities is very low. While 60 per cent of 
respondents indicated they had used the Internet at least once in the previous two weeks, in 
many cases this was simply a brief log on to their bank to check that their Centrelink 
payments had been credited to their account. Two thirds of female respondents had used the 
Internet in the previous fortnight.  

Place of work and facilities accessible to the public were about equally important as places of 
use of the Internet. Those who reported regular use of the Internet, and those with higher 
usage, primarily used the Internet at their place of work. In many cases, the use of the Internet 
was a work-related activity. Those with low usage were primarily accessing the Internet for 
basic activities such as checking their bank balance.  

Banking, web browsing, and email were the main Internet services used in Remote 
Indigenous communities. Those with higher usage listed the use of multiple services in their 
response. Those with low usage, predominantly identified a single use. This was primarily the 
case for those indicating Internet banking as a main use. Only few of the users indicating 
banking as a main use also identified a second use and in almost all of those cases the second 
use was email or web browsing. Details of main uses are provided in Table 4. 
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Table 4: Main Internet Services Used in Remote Indigenous Communities 

Service Number of times indicated 
Banking 29 
Web browsing 21 
Email 18 
Pay bills 6 
Web publishing 3 
Order/purchase goods/services 2 
Other  2 

Younger users, and those who had received on-the-job training and regularly used a 
computer/Internet in their work, were more confident in using the Internet and accessing a 
variety of Internet services. Older users had much less confidence and tended to make 
minimal use of the Internet and restricted their use to those services they were familiar with 
(for example, banking and browsing). In many cases even access to those services was 
obtained with the assistance or support of another person with greater familiarity in the use of 
computers. Only few of the older respondents demonstrated more than minimal awareness of 
even basic Internet services such as email. An email address/account was uncommon among 
the older users. 

Dissatisfaction with the level of access/use of the Internet was concentrated among those who 
were more skilled and had greater awareness of the services that are accessible on the 
Internet. The reasons preventing greater access/use of the Internet by those not currently 
satisfied with their level of access/use are summarised in Table 5 (respondents could state 
more than one reason). 

Table 5: Reasons for Insufficient Access/Use of the Internet 

Reason Per cent of respondents 
Opening hours of access facilities 60 
Insufficient equipment for public access 25 
Need training to use Internet 30 
Other 25 

All respondents were invited to indicate how their Internet access could be improved. A large 
proportion of the respondents (more than 77 per cent) offered a view. By far the most often 
cited means for improving Internet access was the provision training to empower people to 
start using or improve their capacity to make greater use of the Internet. In addition, better 
understanding of the Internet and of the available services was proffered by 22 per cent of 
respondents. Although this also is a training-related factor, it would be inappropriate to 
combine the two suggested improvements into a single category and add the two percentages 
together to obtain a total for the proportion proposing training as a means of improving 
access. As respondents were permitted to cite more than one factor, there were many cases 
where both suggestions were offered by a single respondent. Nonetheless, the responses 
clearly show that there is a large demand for additional Internet training in remote Indigenous 
communities. A further important means of improving Internet access was the provision of 
services outside office hours, particularly the weekend. Almost 30 per cent of respondents 
indicated that access could be improved this way. Other suggestions proffered by respondents 
included providing more access facilities, faster/better Internet connections, and simplifying 
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access for people with poor literacy and technical skills. The results are summarised in 
Table 6. 

Table 6: Suggested Means of Improving Access to the Internet 

Means of improvement Per cent of respondents  
More training  59 
Longer hours of access (including weekend) 30 
Better understanding of services and technology 22 
Faster/better Internet connections  11 
Assistance with use 5 
More facilities 5 
Simplified use 3 

Implications of Findings 
Poverty and unemployment are major factors limiting demand for telephone and Internet 
services in remote Indigenous communities. The social benefits accruing from ownership of a 
phone service are widely acknowledged. The popularity of fixed home services, where 
available, in remote communities attests to the value that Indigenous households place on 
having the means to keep in touch with family and friends. From a policy perspective, there 
are many parallels with the ‘lifeline’ objectives of the InContact service. This would suggest 
that there is a social policy obligation to ensure that services with at least the same features as 
the InContact service are widely available to disadvantaged householders in remote 
Indigenous communities.  

While ongoing rental payments are unlikely to be generally sustainable in the current socio-
economic environment in remote Indigenous communities, there may be some scope for 
limited rental recovery. A potential arrangement that could be explored to reduce rental costs 
for people in remote Indigenous communities might be to combine the services into a form of 
demand aggregation with the Community Council acting as a wholesaler of services to 
individual households. In essence such a proposal would involve the Community Council 
becoming the subscriber to multiple telephone lines and connecting households to those lines 
via local network and a private local exchange system.  

The promotion of improved usage of Internet services in remote Indigenous communities 
requires action in four major areas. First, Internet facilities in most communities need to be 
improved, particularly where dedicated public-access terminals are not available or where the 
location of the public access terminals is uninviting (for example, keyboard only access in the 
foyer of the Community Council offices with computer behind a protective steel-mesh). 
Access to the facilities needs to be extended beyond business hours and should be made 
available on weekends and public holidays.  

Cost is a major factor in providing Internet services. In all communities, several separate 
Internet connections are in place at educational institutions, health clinic, Community Council 
and other community organisations such as Arts Centres. At present, other than in a couple of 
isolated cases, each of these institutions maintains its own service independently of the others. 
With greater collaboration among these organisations, demand aggregation might provide a 
mechanism for reducing overall Internet service costs for the community including improved 
public access facilities. 
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Second, awareness of the services and an understanding of the benefits that can be derived 
from their use are fundamental prerequisites for the development of demand and use. Once 
the benefits are appreciated, people in remote communities will be motivated to learn more 
and acquire the necessary skills. The high level of interest in Internet banking found 
throughout the communities participating in this study is a vivid example of such an incentive 
at work. Literacy and cultural factors inhibit the efficacy of standard approaches to improving 
awareness. To be effective, initiatives must be tailored to the needs of Indigenous 
communities and be sensitive to culturally appropriate practices and information distribution 
channels. Attention should be concentrated on initiatives that can demonstrate the attributes of 
services by focusing on their practical benefits to users. There is also a need to target 
demonstrations to attract likely early-users, and particularly those who hold positions of 
influence in the communities.  

Third, effective training of communities to use information technology is required for 
sustainable projects. As demonstrated by the popularity of internet banking, when people have 
a need and are aware of the related benefits of using an online service, they are well disposed 
to acquire the necessary skills to use that service. Unless the provision of services is closely 
aligned with community needs, there is little incentive for people to undergo training and use 
the available facilities. It is important, therefore, that training programs are developed in close 
consultation with communities, to ensure that the training is consistent with existing or 
emerging needs. In addition, training should be closely related to the capacity of individuals 
to access Internet facilities. If the available facilities provide little scope for regular access and 
use of services by those undergoing training, then much of the training effort may be wasted. 
Consequently, training strategies need to be coordinated with the provision of services. 
Internet training strategies for remote Indigenous communities should:  

! Establish long-term horizons for training in consultation with communities; 

! Awareness-raising should precede planning of training programs; 

! Undertake a ‘needs analysis’ to establish training objectives and plan coverage of training 
sessions; 

! Within an overall longer-term training program, short courses focused on a particular 
identified skill need are preferable to longer courses covering a range of skills. This will 
cater for the different needs of learners, and enable them to progress at their own speed and 
capacity to acquire the required skills;  

! Post-training local support and assistance should be an integral part of training programs; 

! Training should rely primarily on demonstration and hands-on practice that is compatible 
with Indigenous learning styles and with the needs of people with low literacy and 
numeracy skills; and 

! Training should be provided in familiar settings within communities, and must observe 
cultural protocols. 

Fourth, providing at least a basic set of Internet services to remote Indigenous communities 
should be viewed as a social policy obligation and funded accordingly. The general consensus 
among community leaders interviewed for this study was that the vast majority of community 
members did not have the capacity to pay for the services and that the imposition of charges 
would simply lead to no usage. Demand aggregation strategies appear to offer the best 
prospect for longer-term sustainability of community access Internet centres providing free or 
low cost services in remote Indigenous communities. Aggregation of the several community-
based entities with independent Internet connections (typically, in the Community Council 
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offices, school, health clinic, TAFE, and arts centre) into a single shared connection could 
significantly lower the total cost, and provide the means for subsidised access to community 
members. 

Another potentially successful strategy based on similar aggregation principles involves 
incorporating facilities for free or low-cost public Internet access in rural transaction centres 
for a range of Commonwealth and State and commercial services. The operational costs of the 
transaction centre are met from fees charged for transactions, and by subsidies from the 
Commonwealth and State agencies that offer services through the centres. The current PY Ku 
Centres pilot by PY Media operates on this basis; evaluation of the pilot after an appropriate 
period of operation should provide valuable information on the feasibility of this type of 
strategy.  

 


