ALGA comments on draft directions paper – provided to DBCDE 11 February 2009


Introduction

This paper responds to the invitation of the Minister for Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy (the Minister) to respond to the consultation draft on the future directions of Australia’s digital economy (released on 19 December 2008).

This paper has been prepared by the Australian Local Government Association (ALGA).  ALGA is the national voice of Australia’s more than 560 local councils.  Its membership is comprised of the state and territory local government associations across the country, with the Government of the ACT being a direct member of ALGA, reflecting its unique combination of municipal and territory functions.

ALGA’s President is a member of the Council of Australian Governments, and 13 other Ministerial Councils including the Online & Communications Council chaired by the Minister.  It is also a member of the newly established Australian Council of Local Government.

ALGA appreciates the opportunity to comment on the consultation draft on the future directions of Australia.  

The comments contained in this paper reflect feedback received from ALGA’s members, and respond to the following consultation topics presented in the paper: open access to public sector information; developing Australia’s knowledge and skills base; digital economy and the environment; and measuring the digital economy and its impacts.  
Overall, ALGA notes the National Broadband Network is integral to realising the full potential of the digital economy in Australia.
Open access to public sector information
Local government is supportive, in-principle, of open access to public sector information and notes the creative commons licensing model is a good starting point.  Other possibilities include general/encyclopaedia (Wiki’s) information and standard public service contracts.  If local government is to play its part in an open access environment, it needs to be recognised that for some councils, especially smaller councils, the capabilities, practicalities and costs involved are potentially significant and need to be closely examined.  

 

One issue that is not explicitly recognised in the paper, and perhaps should be, is the extension of the principles of open access to public sector information between the three levels of government.  Local government in some jurisdictions encounters significant obstacles in obtaining access from other levels of government to information that is pertinent to its functions (and sometimes to its own information).  There have been instances for example, where council data supplied to the state is not easily offered back to councils, or is encumbered with fees/charges or restrictions.  This also extends to the commercial sector - eg the major utility companies and above-and-underground services such as power, electricity, phone, water, gas and inhibitors to the free spatial sharing of data by them.  It is important that spatial data be shared by enterprises with government authorities (eg to help secure reliable utilities services and avoid damage to them).

 

Developing Australia’s knowledge and skills base
ALGA considers that issues concerning skills and training could be canvassed more fully in the paper (see below).

It is noted that ICT training issues are acute for regional and remote councils.  The need for regional and remote ICT capabilities to be reinforced should be emphasised more strongly.

The current draft could further benefit from further discussion of the following aspects: 
Digital and media literacy for the population 

The paper does not acknowledge that training needs may vary for different demographics and therefore does not outline how bridging the gap may ensure a better take-up of the digital economy.  For example, training is required for ‘baby boomers’ so they don’t get left behind/become less productive; training is necessary for ‘generation X’ to make full use of ICT; and training for ‘generation Y’ on e-security is essential. 

One of ALGA’s member associations has queried why the paper does not examine the role of universities and other training providers to move to cheap online delivery, with pay per assignment/exams, for bone fide qualifications.  There may also be opportunities to further foster digital economy outcomes in conjunction with other lifelong learning initiatives and providers. 
The role of public libraries is an important one that is not mentioned in the paper.
e-Business Skills
This section may benefit from further elaboration.  For example, training for small/medium businesses of all types, through current advice support networks, on e-business (transactions, marketing) and e-security is an essential component to help drive the take-up of the digital economy.
Online services (self help, template plans) in areas such as health, environment, and OH&S may also be helpful compliance tools for small to medium-sized business and their existence could be promoted more in the paper.

Professional ICT skills and industry

ICT/programming is by definition an international trade/economy by virtue of being electronic and that the other side of access to the world markets is their access to ours.  Australia is small.  One of ALGA’s member associations has therefore queried whether the statement included at p.14 of the draft that ‘[C]urrently, ABS data indicates that non-residents make up 6 per cent of Australia’s digital games workforce’ is the best example that can be cited in support of the point being made?.   

  
Digital economy and the environment 

Teleworking

The paper whilst urging governments and industry to more actively adopt and use telework and videoconferencing (p.19), does not detail the types of training and technology supports that could assist the general government sector to move more fully in this direction, beyond basic information and transactions.  For example, the potential to equip government staff with video/audio/text/draw technologies (available in education, eg Illuminate) to conduct virtual meetings/public consultations/conversations from their desk tops with sound and vision, electronic chat, draw diagrams, and distribute files is not mentioned.
   

Further, training of senior government officers to understand the benefits of teleworking and identify new ways to consider and perform work, so we can achieve more with less people/money, would set a powerful example to industry and others to encourage the take-up of teleworking.  
Product Stewardship and e-waste
E-waste is an issue that local government is very aware of, and believes that this is a rapidly growing issue for which a prompt response is warranted.  
Local government generally supports the concept of product stewardship agreements and believes an Extended Producer Responsibility Scheme for e-waste at the national level should be designed and implemented by the Commonwealth.  Local government can see a role in making use of its infrastructure and strong links with the community to ensure the success of these schemes, but financial responsibility needs to rest with the manufacturers.

It is noted that regulatory impact statement requirements need to accommodate moves to product stewardship arrangements being designed at the national level.  The work of the Environment and Heritage Protection Council in this area is very relevant.  Local government further notes that non-mandatory schemes need to be fostered and promoted to industry if the full benefits of product stewardship are to ensue.  
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