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CONTEXT FOR OUR
SUBMISSION
Digi ta l  inclusion is a cr i t ical  chal lenge in Austral ia because digi ta l
d isadvantage intersects wi th other forms of  social  and economic
exclusion, including gender inequal i ty.   

According to the Austral ian Digi ta l  Inclusion Index (ADII) ,  which
measures levels of  d ig i ta l  inclusion across the Austral ian populat ion,
women score lower than men across al l  age categor ies.  The Index,
which monitors levels of  d ig i ta l  inclusion across three key domains –
access, af fordabi l i ty ,  and digi ta l  abi l i ty  – highl ights the gendered nature
of the digi ta l  d iv ide,  underscor ing the cr i t ical  importance of  equi table
pol icy solut ions.  

Women have been disproport ionately impacted by the COVID-19
pandemic,  wi th higher unemployment rates,  poorer mental  heal th
outcomes, less access to v i ta l  supports l ike JobKeeper,  and increased
car ing responsibi l i t ies and unpaid domest ic labour.  In addi t ion,  the
rapid t ransformat ion of  Austral ia 's digi ta l  economy in response to the
pandemic exacerbates the digi ta l  d iv ide,  wi th women at  greater r isk of
exclusion from vi ta l  onl ine services.  

However,  the impacts of  COVID-19 have also enabled our communit ies
to recognise services and industr ies that are t ru ly 'essent ia l '  to
l iveabi l i ty .  These foundat ional  services – heal thcare,  food product ion,
educat ion,  housing, t ransportat ion – are the industr ies whose
breakdown has the gravest impact upon rural  and regional  people 's
resi l ience and their  abi l i ty  to l ive and connect,  part icular ly dur ing t imes
of disaster.  This is because these sectors are direct ly connected to the
social  determinants of  heal th – the l iv ing and working condi t ions that
form people 's social  environment.  

At  Women's Heal th Goulburn North East,  we're keenly aware of  the
intersect ions between digi ta l  inclusion, gender inequal i ty,  social
wel lbeing and community resi l ience in the face of  d isaster.  We present
this submission in the spir i t  of  establ ishing strong, resi l ient  local ised
digi ta l  economies bui l t  upon the pr inciples of  care,  equal i ty and
wel lbeing. 
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CHANGING DEMAND
Question 2: What changes in demand, barriers or challenges need to
be addressed when it  comes to telecommunications services in
regional,  rural  and remote Austral ia?

As technology has advanced, many Austral ians have embraced new
telecommunicat ion services and integrated the fu l l  funct ional i ty of  these
emerging technologies into their  l ives.  However,  equi table access to and
engagement wi th the digi ta l  economy remains out of  reach for many
people.  Digi ta l  inclusion refers to the act iv i t ies and services necessary to
ensure that a l l  people and communit ies,  including the most
disadvantaged, have access to and use telecommunicat ion services.
From a social  just ice perspect ive,  d ig i ta l  inclusion must include targetted
strategies to ' reduce and el iminate histor ical ,  inst i tut ional  and structural
barr iers '  to technology use and access. 

However,  intersect ing social  and economic factors cont inue to prevent
meaningful  d ig i ta l  inclusion across Austral ia.  In part icular,  women, older
Austral ians,  low-income fami l ies,  people wi th disabi l i t ies,  Indigenous
Austral ians,  and cul tural ly and l inguist ical ly diverse migrants cont inue to
face a range of  barr iers and chal lenges that prevent digi ta l  inclusion. The
Austral ian Digi ta l  Inclusion Index's (ADII)  2020 report ,  Measur ing
Austral ia 's Digi ta l  Div ide, h ighl ights a range of  intersect ing barr iers to
onl ine part ic ipat ion and out l ines the last ing ef fects of  d ig i ta l  exclusion on
underserved communit ies.  

According to the ADII ,  there's a substant ia l  d ig i ta l  d iv ide between
Austral ians l iv ing in rural  and urban areas. In 2020, capi ta l  c i t ies
recorded a digi ta l  inclusion score 7.6 points higher than in rural  areas
(65.0 vs 57.4).  Addi t ional ly,  the latest  f igures f rom the Austral ian Bureau
of Stat ist ics show there are st i l l  more than 2.5 mi l l ion Austral ians who are
not onl ine.  Government pol icy to date has focused on making
telecommunicat ions widely accessible across Austral ia 's vast  landmass
and dispersed populat ion.  St i l l ,  fa i lure to consider equi ty of  access
across economic,  social ,  and spat ia l  l ines means many people are lef t
behind. 











 WOMEN'S HEALTH GOULBURN NORTH EAST PAGE 12

The COVID-19 pandemic prompted the rapid digi ta l  t ransformat ion of
essent ia l  government,  economic,  social ,  and cul tural  services in
response to publ ic heal th orders and extended lockdowns. The
digi t isat ion of  Austral ia ’s service economy – including for work,  heal th,
educat ion and access to government services – has sped up digi ta l
adopt ion by several  years.  Digi ta l  t ransformat ion has long been a pol icy
object ive of  the Austral ian government.  St i l l ,  the speed at  which th is has
occurred is exacerbat ing the digi ta l  d iv ide and creates uneven outcomes
for communit ies across the country.   

As wi th al l  th ings, there is a dist inct  gendered element to digi ta l
exclusion in Austral ia.  Across the country,  women are less digi ta l ly
included than men, ref lect ive of  the global  t rend. Young Austral ian
women were hardest hi t  by COVID-19 related job losses, represent ing
one-third of  a l l  job losses in women’s employment.  Addi t ional ly,  low
levels of  d ig i ta l  l i teracy present a s igni f icant barr ier  for  women from
cultural ly and l inguist ical ly diverse (CALD) backgrounds access to jobs,
heal thcare and essent ia l  government services.  For al l  Austral ian women,
the l ink between onl ine safety and digi ta l  inclusion is cr i t ical .  The
Austral ian eSafey Commission reports that  70% of people report ing
image-based onl ine abuse are women.   

With digi ta l  exclusion intersect ing wi th a range of  other social  and
economic factors,  i t  is  cr i t ical  to approach future te lecommunicat ions
pol icy through a social  just ice lens.  Put s imply,  a social  just ice approach
to te lecommunicat ions includes ensur ing al l  people have equi table
access to and can benef i t  f rom the digi ta l  economy. The Good
Foundat ion Austral ia has publ ished a br i l l iant ,  comprehensive report
t i t led Digi ta l  Nat ion Austral ia,  which we strongly endorse. 

COVID-19
Question 6: How did the use of digital  services change for regional
consumers and businesses during the response to the COVID-19
pandemic? What insights for future service delivery does this
provide?
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Although more research is required to fu l ly  understand the fu l l  impact of
COVID-19 on the digi ta l  d iv ide,  i t  is  c lear that  af fordable digi ta l  access
and digi ta l  ski l ls  are cr i t ical  to fu l ly  part ic ipate in Austral ian l i fe.  As the
OECD highl ights,  br idging the digi ta l  d iv ide and pr ior i t is ing equi table
digi ta l  t ransformat ion is required to ensure al l  people benef i t  equal ly
from the digi ta l  economy and are resi l ient  for  the post-COVID-19 future.
Furthermore, the goal  of  del iver ing equi table digi ta l  t ransformat ion al igns
with Austral ia ’s commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals,  in
part icular,  SDG 10: Reduced Inequal i t ies.   

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Question 9: What role could innovation, including new models,
alternative investors or new ways of doing business play to
encourage investment in regional telecommunications infrastructure?

In a 2018 submission to the Regional  Telecommunicat ions Independent
Review Commit tee, the Better Internet for  Rural ,  Regional  and Remote
Austral ia made a number of  innovat ive recommendat ions for  new models
of te lecommunicat ions equi ty and al ternat ive investment opt ions.
Women’s Heal th Goulburn North East endorses this wel l - researched,
community- led submission and encourages the 2021 review team to
revis i t  these recommendat ions. In part icular,  we support  the fo l lowing
three key recommendat ions highl ighted on the fo l lowing page. 








