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e-Rider Project: Summary of Phase One (feasibility study)

History

In 2002 the Community Employment Group in the Department of Labour hosted a Connecting Communities Conference that focussed on Community ICT needs and interests. One of the primary outcomes from that conference was the clear need for an ICT support service geared to the specific needs of community and voluntary organisations (CVOs) groups and organisations.

In September 2005, Wellington 2020 carried out research and conducted a community workshop to gain an understanding of the challenges community and voluntary organisations faced using ICT. The workshop in particular confirmed that ICT support designed to meet their needs is essential if CVOs are to make better use of ICT. 

Wellington 2020, in partnership with the Wellington City Council and with the support of other community organisations, successfully applied for funding from the Digital Strategy Community Partnership Fund and from other grants agencies to carry out a feasibility study and establish a pilot service providing a Community ICT advice and support service.

The Project

e-Rider is a community ICT project developed and managed by Wellington 2020. Its purpose is to develop an ICT service offering advice and support to CVOs in the Wellington region. The project is aimed at developing a sustainable programme that applies a mentoring approach which in turn promotes self-reliance.

The project is being conducted in three phases, with Phases One and Two currently funded:

· Phase One:
Feasibility Study  (December 2006 to March 2007)

· Phase Two:
Wellington Region Pilot  (April 2007 to March 2008)

· Phase Three:
Nationwide Programme (future)

Phase One has been completed, and a comprehensive Feasibility Study report and proposed Business Plan for Phase Two have been prepared. 

The purpose of this summary is to provide an overview of the project, the findings from Phase One, and a synopsis of the pilot programme proposed for Phase Two. 

Phase 1 (Feasibility Study)

A consultant was appointed in December 2006 to investigate the feasibility of a community ICT support service. This involved research into initiatives in NZ and overseas, interviews with staff or board members from community organisations, and discussions with people knowledgeable about ICT needs of community organisations. 

A second workshop was held in February 2007 where representatives from several CVOs were briefed on the study findings. Attendees were invited to comment on whether and how they felt the findings would cater for community ICT advice and support needs.

Wellington 2020 used the feedback received from the workshop, and advice received from a number of other organisations, to update the Feasibility Study report. 

Key Points

Key points arising from the study are summarised under the following headings:

The Need

The need for professional, friendly, unbiased support and advice services and for relevant training are the key messages.

The strongest need is for training, whether the organisation is large or small, and as discussed earlier focused on informal mentoring and advice rather than formal classroom courses.

Other needs differ for different organisations. Some need first aid type support to deal with day-to-day problems, and advice about how to do specific things. These are generally the smaller organisations; however they often have no budget to pay for these services.

Other organisations, mainly larger ones, want more proactive services, particularly informed and impartial advice on purchasing ICT.  They also want to be directed to the best and most relevant providers of ICT services. 

Market Interest

Take-up rates are difficult to estimate. There is expected to be a high level of potential interest in such a service, particularly among small and medium sized organisations. However many of these organisations currently have no budget for ICT support and as e-Rider will be charging for its services many organisations may first need to secure additional funding to use the service.

The number of organisations an e-Rider service based in the Wellington region might potentially deal with as a pilot scheme was established as being about 100. This would represent a take-up rate of about 10% – around 50 small, 35 medium and 15 large organisations. As the level of charging will significantly affect the number of agencies, particularly smaller ones, joining the service, a range of rates based on organisation funding levels will be considered.

Phase Two Pilot

The main features of the pilot are defined in the following sections.

Service Mix

The services that are considered likely to deliver the most benefit are:

· Phone/email support for advice and to solve problems;

· On-site visits to solve problems;

· Check-ups for smooth operation of existing systems;

· Advice for improving and expanding systems specifically related to a particular purpose or project; and possibly:
· Advice for improving and expanding systems through a structured general health-check.

Personnel

A mixed service approach is likely to need at least two people to have skills available in both support and consultancy. Having one e-Rider leaves the service vulnerable to sickness and leave, exposes it if and when personnel depart. This could be isolating for the e-Rider and difficult for them to allow time for their own personal training and development. Other options for providing e-Rider services could be used, such as service companies or volunteers. 

Availability of Service

The service would be provided during standard business hours, i.e. 8.30am to 4.30pm. Full-time phone and email service is not possible as e-Riders will also be out on site visits. Initial responses to telephone messages and email queries should be expected within a day.

Eligibility for Service

The e-Rider pilot service will be limited by membership so there are a known number of organisations involved in the service.

Costs

The e-Rider pilot service is estimated to cost $99,000 per annum per e-Rider. It is estimated one e-Rider could have a workload of 50 client organisations per annum. The estimated cost includes travel, accommodation, salary/ fees, and management support.

Membership Model

Paying an annual membership is the preferred way for organisations to access the service. Several options were considered:

· Option One: Membership could be free or a nominal amount up front, with payment for services as they are required.

· Option Two. Members could pay an annual fee to get all available services.  It is likely that membership rates would vary for different size organisations.

· Option Three. Members could pay for a specified number of hours to get any services, and then pay for additional requirements at a nominated hourly rate.

· Option Four. The last option was for a membership fee that covers some services with additional payment for others.

The study recommended that, after taking all factors into account and the likely cost of operating a reliable and effective service, Option Four should form the basis of the Business Plan for an e-Rider service. 

The study findings also affirmed the need to conduct a pilot service along the lines originally envisaged for Phase Two. This would allow Wellington 2020 to develop a practical and realistic assessment of the type of service before any commitments are is made to a nationwide service (Phase Three).

Next Steps

The proposed Business Plan for Phase Two developed by Wellington 2020 is based on a one-year pilot. This allows for the time needed to market and introduce a viable service, and provide accurate information about costs, level of demand, types of services required, and skill mix of personnel. This information will then be used by Wellington 2020 and others working on the project to determine how-to sustain a service for the long-term. 

It is expected the pilot service will be launched in the middle of 2007. This is subject to confirmation of funding from the Digital Strategy Community Partnership Fund.

More information?

Wellington 2020 is happy to share the findings from the Feasibility Study with organisations interested in using the e-Rider service or from people looking to set-up a similar service in their area.  Representatives from the e-Rider project team are available for briefings or presentations. 

Contacts:

Stephen Blyth




Mike Rumble

e-Rider Project Champion



Director, Wellington 2020

Phone: 021-0325-177



Phone: 04-473-5757

Email:
sblyth@paradise.net.nz


Email: director@wgtn2020.org.nz
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