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26 August 2011
By email: digitalhubs@dbcde.gov.au 
To the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, 
Comments on the Digital Hums Draft Program Guidelines

The Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Draft Program Guidelines for the Digital Hubs Program (the Guidelines). ACCAN wishes to take this opportunity to provide two comments on the guidelines relating to the ways in which the Government will ensure that digital inclusion strategies are targeted to individuals who genuinely experience digital exclusion and to ensure the program demonstrates best practice in access.
Targeting vulnerable or disadvantaged communities

ACCAN is concerned that the Guidelines do not explicitly require Digital Hubs to contain programs or meet key performance indicators that would ensure that disadvantaged or vulnerable consumers receive services as a priority. There are a range of communities that have well documented low levels of digital literacy and skills. Research funded by ACCAN has identified the following community experiences:

·  “For people who are recently arrived migrants or refugees, it can be a combination of low levels of English proficiency combined with lack of computing experience which acts as a barrier [to accessing the internet].”
 
· Only 61% of Deafblind consumers surveyed had access to a computer and the internet, as opposed to 77% of the overall population. Many others benefitted from training to access the internet.
 

· Older women as a group have extremely low digital literacy. Only 30% of women aged 65+ had used a computer at home in the previous 12 months, and only 25% had used the internet at home. For men, the figures were 50% and 40% respectively. The difference between men and women in this age group is much greater than in other age groups. Barriers to using the internet included lack of knowledge, fear, lack of support services and affordability.
 

· One third of survey Indigenous consumers living in a remote area without a computer said either they didn’t know how to use it (21%) or had never considered getting one (12%). This last group generally had very little knowledge of what a computer could be used for and some older people asked us to explain what we meant by the words “computer”, “laptop” and “internet”.

· When vulnerable consumers in regional Australia were able to access technology, there were challenges in them being able to use what was available. Not-for-profit staff members accessed the internet for the most vulnerable clients, as they don’t have the digital literacy to complete these tasks themselves. Government funding bodies must recognise brokering ICT as part of the critical role non-profit organisations play in providing services to disadvantaged and vulnerable consumers.

We believe that priority should be given to those Digital Hubs that will expressly reach out to indigenous people, seniors, new migrants, refugees, people from non-English speaking backgrounds and people with disability. In addition, we believe that all digital hubs should have KPIs to provide at least 20% of services to specified vulnerable or disadvantaged communities. Such measures would also make an important contribution to the Government’s social inclusion initiative.
Implementing best practice in access

We note that the Guidelines are silent on the accessibility of equipment and services provided through Digital Hubs. In fulfilment of the National Disability Strategy and in line with the Australian Government’s status as a signatory to the United Nation Convention on the Rights of People with Disability, we believe this program should ensure that the services it funds are fully accessible to all members of the community. The Guidelines should therefore include specific provisions to ensure that equipment is accessible to blind and vision-impaired people, people with dexterity impairments and that services (including any training) must be made available to people with disability including providing Auslan/English interpreting, live captioning or any other request for accessibility services.
Should you require any further information please contact me on (02) 9288 4000 or by email at elissa.freeman@accan.org.au.

Yours sincerely

Elissa Freeman
Director of Policy & Campaigns

Elissa.freeman@accan.org.au 
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