Strengthening the Voice of the BME Third Sector

Anne: My name is Anne Dare. I work as Special Advisor to Martha Lane Fox who is the Government’s champion for digital inclusion. It’s a very silly title but it’s quite a serious agenda; it’s trying to make sure that of the 10 million people in the UK who have never used the internet - out of them four million are also classed as the socially disadvantaged - we all try to make sure that those people are the first we seek to help in providing access to employability, to health, to education and information that the rest of us will take for granted. 
So we put some numbers on it and found that these four million people government has identified who never use the web fall loosely into four categories:  About 38 per cent of them are over the age of 65; 38 per cent of them are long-term unemployed; and around 20 per cent are families with young children. We’ve realised that unless you target these hard-to-reach groups as a priority, as everything in life becomes more digitised and increasingly as government moves more digitally, you are at risk of creating a sub-class of people who are ever more disconnected. 
A little later on you are going to hear from Meredith Markham up on the Pembury Housing Estate in Hackney. She’s going to be able to tell you a little bit more about the ways in which this is just a fundamental if you want to get a job specifically. There are 75 per cent of jobs today that require basic competence in IT and over the next 10 years that’s going to rise to about 90 per cent. So without these core competencies you really don’t stand much of a chance of being able to level the playing field of opportunity.

Meredith: Hi, I’m Meredith Markham and I volunteer at Pembury Learning Centre, helping to teach IT.  A digital inclusion champion means trying  to help people be aware of the internet  and what can be provided and learning how to use the internet and, of course, the computer. I volunteer as a tutor and I help instruct IT to most of the community that come into the centre:  teach them how to get online; get an email address; and just be aware that you can include your friends and family who might not be here; and be able to talk to them.
I became involved because - after I lost my job and was bored at home - my son said I could watch a film on his computer. I put the film in - it didn’t work - so I pulled the plug out and it certainly didn’t work after that! So after pretending nothing had happened and he realised something had, he said to me: ‘Mum, after you’ve gotten me a new computer, you have got to go and learn how to use a computer - otherwise you are not touching it again’! So I came to the centre and I decided to learn IT but I loved it so much they’ve not been able to get rid of me yet! I’m passionate about it because i was a complete idiot when it came to the internet and I found out the hard way how to use it so I wouldn’t ruin another one of my son’s computers.  So understanding the internet and the use of computers has made me realise that too many people are ignorant of how it works and so I spend my time volunteering and helping people to understand how to use the internet and what possibilities you can get from it. 

Anne: You are also going to hear from Vivian who is another member of our People’s Task Force, and this is a group of people that represent those four million people that we think stand most to benefit from digital technology and they have started to help our campaign in articulating why it’s so important and that for me is the most fundamental thing. You talk to third sector organisations and government organisations - lots of organisations get this. But the most forceful evangelists for us all to do more in making sure there is access to technology and information and skills are the people who stand to benefit themselves. It’s the people that I’ve met in housing estates and in community centres up and down the country who say this is important, this could change our lives.

Vivian: Hi, I’m Vivian John-Philip and I work in Pembury Learning Centre and I’m helping people with their internet training. I’ve become involved with Digital Task Force because members of the task force came down to the centre where I’m working, helping people with internet training, and the ethos seemed to agree with what I believed which is make Britain more advanced, more aware. There are a large number of people who have no internet or digital training and we want to see it help everybody. Without it most people are at a disadvantage. 

Anne: The good news is: the answers are out there. We don’t need to reinvent the wheel here. It’s pretty simple. You just need to inspire people with a reason that makes them connect. The infrastructure is there. There’s a vast number of UK online centres and libraries and community centres that already have digital technology and many of the groups we are talking about have Sky, so broadband is already there. The actual barrier, at the moment, is about motivation and so that’s why the first thing you are going to see from our Race Online Team 2012 is a lot of volunteering work because it is going to take people within the communities that these digitally excluded people are living in to say: ‘You know what, you love gardening, you love cooking or whatever it is. How about going online and trying to tap into that little personal connection that people have’ and fire them up about that. And through that channel getting them to see what Google is and what the other amazing things the rest of us take for granted are. 

We are a very tiny team but we are trying to have a real impact and we are hoping to build some real momentum around this agenda. There are six of us in the office but the good news is that we have cross-party support. Both Gordon Brown and David Cameron have said that they are totally behind this agenda. So whoever is elected later on this year, this is going to be moving up the agenda and we are hoping we are going to have a really big impact. But we are extremely aware that we are going to have to do this in partnership and while we are also signing up government agencies and private sector organisations, it’s not going to happen without third sector organisations because you are the ones having these conversations with these hard-to-reach groups, day in, day out, and you know how they most stand to benefit from technology.

