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It is a fact that the vast majority of Public Internet Access Points, or Telecenters of all kinds and denomination , (these can be Cybercafé, Cabina Publica Internet, Telecentre, Infocentro, Multi-purpose Community Telecentre, Community Technology Centre, Locutorio, e-government centres, etc. ), can in fact hardly sustain themselves independently in the long term and thus require outside funding.

The global telecentre movement can now look back on a more or less proud history of more then 20 years. Many initiatives and models have been tried and tested and some real success stories have emerged. But still one of the holy grails of the global telecentre movement seems to be out of its grasp: The real sustainability of  Community Telecenters. But there are some remarkable examples emerging that show that real sustainability of Telecenters is indeed possible if some basic principles and rules are followed in their implementation and running.

It is very useful to distinguish a the start within the broad group of Telecenters four main subsets, on the basis of the fundamental vision and purpose of their creators and operators. Some Telecenters represent a mixture of two or even all four of the below mentioned subsets.

a) Telecenters of the first group are primarily meant as a small business providing connectivity to people who cannot have individual access (either because they cannot afford it, or are travelling). As any other business, the goal of these Telecenters is to be profitable for their owners, even though this fact and the induced socio-economic effects may have indirect consequences upon the condition of the community where they are based. A typical example for Telecenters of this group are privately owned Cybercafes.

b) Telecenters of the second group are primarily meant to aid the interaction between the public administration and the public through ICT’s. These Telecenters are known as Government or Public administration or Public services Telecenters.

c) Telecenters of the third group are intended to deliver one specific type of service like telemedicine, educational, e-commerce or information services to the public through the use of ICT’s. These Telecenters are typically housed in hospitals, schools, libraries and community centres. Telecenters can be described as single purpose Telecenters.
d) Telecenters of the forth group are intended as facilities to overcome some socio-economic imbalances and/or support communities struggle for development. Connectivity is for them one more tool but not and end in itself, neither is sustainability. These are the so called Community based Telecenters or Community Development Telecenters. A typical example for Telecenters of this group are Telecenters created and maintained by a community for the community. This article in particular concentrates on Community Telecenters.

When one talks about Telecenters sustainability, financial sustainability of Telecenters is the first, and in too many cases only, thing that comes to mind. Obviously business Telecenters need to be sustainable. And yes, community development Telecenters should aim to be financially sustainable if possible after a reasonable time of operation, even if this sounds like a rather utopian goal in the light of many experiences. One good reason for it is that this would secure their autonomy. Another is that outside funding often dries up. One may however stress that to the extent the provision of universal service of information and communication is recognized as a fundamental requirement for societal effectiveness, if not even a right, the need for public, or community development, Telecenters to be self-sustainable is no more obvious than for schools, health care services, roads, museums, libraries, courts, chambers of commerce, or any other basic facility.

Because financial sustainability is seen as crucial, many Telecenters base their “business model” on the provision of ICT and related services to their respective communities or customer base. Many have found out that this on its own is often not a sufficient basis for achieving financial sustainability. This even more likely to be the case if the aim is  the development of a community whose members have initially limited requirements for telecommunications and a very low purchasing power, if at all. 

Some “Basic Principles” for Telecenters Sustainability

(These principles are related specifically to Community development Telecenters. Those Telecenters  that have integrated Social, Political, Cultural and Technical sustainability as vital elements in their planning and operation have made the experience that financial sustainability can indeed be achieved on this basis. Even fully commercial or governmental PIAP initiatives are making the experience that sustainability can not be achieved without taking these elements into account)

Telecenters Sustainability can not been seen on the basis of Financial Sustainability alone. In order to reach  the goals of Community development and financial sustainability. Telecenters have to integrate Social, Political, Cultural and Technical sustainability as vital elements into their planning and operation. 

Social and cultural sustainability

If the activities of a Telecenters are to be lasting and viable, they must take account of the social and cultural context in which it operates, and must respond appropriately to that context. If people in the community feel themselves empowered by the PIAP, they will be more active in seeking ways to keep it running.

Men and women have different needs and expectations that are reflected in their perception of telecentres, and different possibilities and interests with regard to its use. Similarly, young’s, adults and elders have different needs and expectations. Significant differences can also be identified between urban and rural settings, between professions and income groups, among indigenous communities and minorities. If the telecentre cannot come to terms with these differences in its management, it will be neither socially nor culturally sustainable.(1)

The basis of all community based Telecenters are “The Commons”

“The matter of Telecentre sustainability (and there is certainly a distinction between a Telecentre and a PIAP) can be overcome when the Telecentre itself is a “common” and thereby deemed to be worthy of community support” (2)

We can differentiate between two kinds of “commons”.

a) The Social Commons which are expressed as shared community values

These can be analysed and documented using the following criteria :

Participation in Networks - interlocking relationships between lots of groups. 

Reciprocity - taking care of each other's interests and the interests of all. 

Altruism - rather than egotism. This is a very important issue as egotists will decrease social trust and so people will tend not to float ideas within a group dominated by an egotist. 

Trust - to take risks within a social sphere. Social Norms - unwritten, inarticulated but with the ability to make you feel bad intrinsically when you have broken one. The Commons - shared ownership of resources. 

Proactivity - a community that designs a future for itself rather than is a victim of fate or worse still a victim of a poor self fulfilling prophecy. People are actively participating in a range of community activities. 

Social Norms - unwritten, inarticulated but with the ability to make you feel bad intrinsically when you have broken one, therefore it is even more binding and does not require enforcement. (3)

b) The Physical Commons  as “public facilities as being of value and worthy of on-going community support”. These can be  green spaces, recreational grounds, wells, means of production, public halls, libraries, schools, Telecentres and other places of identified community worth. The physical commons are the physical manifestation of the social commons
All social commons present in a community and put together represent a significant part of the Social Capital of a community. The stronger the social commons present in a community, the bigger are the chances for sustainability of the physical commons such as a Telecentre. 

Sustainable Telecenters have to fully integrate all the stakeholders in the community its serves and the specific needs of this community in the planning and the operation of the telecentre.

There are no “one for all” models for Telecenters  because the circumstances in which they are operating are different from case to case and as a result we can only talk about different “dynamics”.

Communities that feel themselves empowered by their PIAP and feel the real benefits for their community and the individuals of this community will ensure the sustainability (including the financial sustainability) of a PIAP because it is in their own vital self interest.

Political sustainability

Political sustainability refers to the importance of securing a stable regulatory framework that will protect, promote and support community telecentres and their activities, with special attention to the specific needs of the poorest sectors.(4)

Short term fiscal or political considerations often result in changes in the legal or tax status of telecenters that may jeopardize long standing efforts in a fortnight. The relative novelty of ICT result in high inconsistency in their definition by legislators and judges. 

Sustainable Telecenters follow a “down-up” and not a “up-down” dynamic.

As Telecenters and their sustainability is based on the community and its commons the role of government in a telecentre dynamic is not to “impose” a telecentre on a community, for what ever well intentioned reasons like to bridge a perceived “digital divide” but to create the conditions that allow community telecentres dynamics to develop. The same is true for international organizations active in the field of Telecenters development. 

“ In Australia 'Commons' are sustained by taxes and frequently

supplemented through the contributions of volunteer administration

groups.

Our establishment (seed) funding processes for Telecentre's recognizes

the value of 'commons' and works on similar principles that a community must want and make application for Telecentre funds. Telecentre's are not 'imposed' on our communities; and in fact communities must demonstrate very strong support for the

Initiative before they will be considered for funding and on-going maintenance

Support (access to StateHelp-Desks, additional equipment and low-cost broadband

etc.)”.(5)

Technological sustainability 

Although telecentres do not generally need to operate with the latest technologies, it is important that they have a clear plan for insuring their technological sustainability.  This is especially the case since digital technologies are changing so swiftly, which means that equipment and programs rapidly become outdated. Connectivity and its related costs is still a vital issue in particular in rural areas (6)

PIAP sustainability can not be achieved without networking between telecentres. In order for Telecenters to make their work more effective and to reach their ams, they need to organize themselves in overlapping local, national, regional and international networks. This organization is important for four reasons: First, it allows users to interact with other communities at all relevant levels and for all relevant purposes thus expanding the range of their potential benefits; Secondly, to share technical know how, insight and experience, increasing their effectiveness and chances of success. Thirdly, it allows them to share resources, and to get access to resources more easily and cheaply.  Finally, these networks need to engage actively in public policy debates and organization is a key step towards this. 

Being part of local, national and international networks provides Telecenters with much needed scalability and the subsequent support to cope with these liabilities. One example for this is the ability to achive connectivity for a reduced cost through block deals between PIAP networks and the public sector.

Financial Sustainability

Telecenters sustainability can not be achieved on the basis of providing and selling ICT services alone. Telecenters sustainability can be achived if the provision of ICT Services is seen as the “tool” that complements the overall goal to achive positive community development. Community Telecenters are Community Commons with the element of ICT support. The community and its needs and assets stands in the centre of a Community PIAP not the ICT.

“Because the Telecentre is 'a common' the failure of any single Telecentre service (such as the provision of public Internet access or ISP services etc) must not result in the Telecentre itself becoming 'unsustainable'... It should simply mean that one particular service is no longer sustainable, which is then quite easily managed - I see this point as being the most fundamental difference between a PIAP and a Telecentre... a Telecentre is 'a common'; a PIAP is a service that may or may not be provided by a Telecentre or by any other suitable provider (libraries, commercial providers such as Cyber Cafe's, schools etc. etc.).

'Commons' are facilities identified as components of social capital that

have worth extending beyond commercial viability or promise. As such

these are community assets sustained for the benefit of current and future

generations. Yet the activities and some of the business ventures of

these commons will come and go (PIAP or ISP services etc.) we must be sure to

carefully delineate between the service and the asset. The asset has

long-term value; the value of the service is usually of shorter term

(meaning new services can be added as community needs are continually

identified) and can be discarded as needs wain or are met.” (7)

Acknowledgments:

 (1),(4),(6) Quoted from: Community Telecentres for Development, by Karin Delgadillo, Ricardo Gomez, Klaus Stoll, www.tele-centros.org/tcparaque
(2),(5),(7)Quoted from an email of Don Cameron to the Telecentres-l list, 8th of December 2002

(3)Susie Brown quoted by Don Cameron in his article: A Community-Rebuilding: The Coolah Story,

www.regional.org.au/articles/development/coolah_revitalisation.htm
