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Foreword 
The convergence of electronic devices, communications infrastructure and software innovations are 
revolutionising the way the world does business. These changes are empowering individuals all over 
the world to connect, compete and innovate in a global market where geographical location is 
decreasingly important. Many businesses in rural industries are already taking advantage of these new 
opportunities to enhance their productivity.  

Access to high quality broadband is a significant opportunity for rural industries. Farmers are 
increasingly utilising communications technology in their businesses for decision making and to run 
operations. This report provides a detailed insight into the successes, challenges and future 
opportunities high speed internet access provides rural businesses. 

Discussions with businesses for this report demonstrate that even a basic broadband service delivers 
significant benefits for rural businesses regardless of their industry or regional location. These 
efficiencies are predominately based on the utilisation of proven ICT systems that support enhanced 
administration and communication with business service providers, customers and networks. Beyond 
this, faster services provide the opportunity for on-going innovation and pushing of competitive 
boundaries by businesses that are comfortable with ICT technology investments and different 
risk/reward profiles. 

From a research perspective, the case studies and background analysis identify areas for further 
investment and inquiry with the potential for significant returns. These include: 

• minimising the transaction costs and knowledge barriers involved for business owners in 
understanding technology options and how these relate to their business situation  

• stimulating the development of the local commercial innovation system which is driven by 
engagement by local ICT service providers with rural businesses  

• quantification of productivity gains from commonly utilised ICT innovations to better estimate 
the value of broadband connection to rural industry, and 

• ensuring information and applications to support management of issues where there is a 
significant public good component are integrated with broadband technology use.  

 

This project was funded from the Dynamic Rural Communities Program of RIRDC from core funds 
provided by the Australian Government. 

This report is an addition to RIRDC’s diverse range of over 2000 research publications and it belongs 
to our Dynamic Rural Communities R&D program, part of which aims to build on current national 
broadband rollout through the development of applications and training to improve the productivity of 
rural people, industries and communities. 

Most of RIRDC’s publications are available for viewing, free downloading or purchasing online at 
www.rirdc.gov.au. Purchases can also be made by phoning 1300 634 313. 

 

Craig Burns 
Managing Director 
Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation 

 

http://www.rirdc.gov.au/�
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Executive Summary 
What the report is about 

This report examines the impact that broadband technology is having on the information and 
communications technology capabilities of regional industries. Changing capabilities are enhancing 
the productivity of rural businesses as internal efficiencies are realised, market access is increased and 
better relationships within the supply chain are possible. 

Who is the report targeted at? 

The confluence of developing information and communications technology and the roll out of the 
National Broadband Network means that rural businesses have increasing access to high speed 
broadband. The identification of this area as a priority for the Rural Industries Research and 
Development Corporation (RIRDC) Resilient Communities Program is a significant strategic 
opportunity for RIRDC to show leadership in developing an area of importance to the government’s 
economic and rural productivity agenda.  

There are common constraints that rural businesses are facing to realise the productivity benefits of 
high speed broadband. Given the significant potential benefits, there are important opportunities for 
policy makers and research and development corporations to engage on these issues. 

Where are the relevant industries located in Australia?  

The implications and recommendations of this report are relevant to all rural industries. Discussions 
with the case study business demonstrate that a basic broadband service delivers significant benefits 
for rural businesses regardless of their industry or regional location. The case studies of Tasmanian 
small and medium enterprises provide insights for the broader situation in Australian agriculture.  

Background 

Information technologies (IT) integrated with broadband internet are driving innovation and 
productivity gains across the economy. Agriculture and associated industries are no exception to this 
trend. For policy makers and investors in research, understanding these trends is essential to making 
decisions and investments that support industry prosperity and associated flow on social benefits for 
regional Australia. 

Objectives 

This project provides a more detailed insight into the benefits of broadband enabled ICT for rural 
businesses. Consequently, this project will help to refine the opportunities for the Program to have 
impact in this area over the course of its investments. 

Key Findings 

The report shows that some of the key trends and challenges in rural industries align closely with the 
opportunities for innovation and productivity gain that IT and access to increasing quality of 
broadband services present for businesses. In particular, rural industry competitiveness regardless of 
industry or market focus is increasingly dependent on strong connection to markets and information, 
increasing labour productivity and managing businesses that are increasingly information intensive.  
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The case studies provide some important examples of how these benefits are being realised in different 
contexts, for example: 

• Huon Aquaculture Group is able to connect its hatcheries, marine farms, processing plants and 
supporting offices which are located all over Tasmania as well as on the mainland enabling the 
business to enhance internal efficiency. 

• Hansen Orchards are able to access farm management data online. This enables central office 
to make consistent decisions on when to use expensive capital to dry their cherry trees after 
rain, as they are no longer dependent on the judgement of their farm managers. 

• Premium Fresh has implemented an automated the system of barcoding crates of vegetables as 
part of their packing process. This simultaneously updates their information data base. 

• Houston’s Farm is eager to automate and integrate their information data bases to improve the 
company’s crop rotation policies, ensuring sustainable and efficient use of their land. 

The case studies also show how these benefits flow through to the communities in which these 
businesses operate. For example: 

• by engaging with customers online, Bridestowe Lavender Estate is able to grow the tourism 
side of their business. This has important flow on effects for local employment and the local 
economy. 

• rural internet service provider TasmaNet has noticed the impact that connectivity has had on 
opportunities in rural areas. With greater IT capacity, many of TasmaNet’s clients are now 
able to increase employment in rural areas. 

The case studies also show that there are significant challenges for businesses in realising these 
benefits. In particular: 

• access to competitive internet services is a continuing challenge, particularly when services 
require optimisation for the business to deliver on specific opportunities. 

• having the know-how to implement operational changes, but also having the time and the 
expertise to seek out and assess opportunities to enhance the productivity of the business. 

Implications for relevant stakeholders 

The case studies and other evidence in this report provide a tangible insight into how rural businesses 
are engaging with technology in developing their productivity and competitiveness. The case studies 
describe businesses at different stages of change in relation to IT and broadband use, providing a 
picture of the opportunities and practical challenges associated with these technology changes. 

Existing studies suggest that broadly, access to the internet enables greater business flexibility; 
communications with customers and other business activities can be accomplished with increased 
speed and reliability; and a more diverse array of information is available to businesses, which can be 
utilised to support better decision making. 

This information will assist those within the rural industry to better understand the potential gains and 
challenges that leading small and medium enterprises are experiencing in their adoption of broadband 
enabled information and communications technology. For policy makers, this report identifies clear 
barriers that are common to many businesses operating in rural environments. The report’s 
recommendations outline where the most value can be gained from government investment based on 
the available evidence. 
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Recommendations 

Reducing the impact of these constraints will lead to further gains for the sector. Given the flow on 
benefits from these innovations, there are important opportunities for policy makers and research and 
development corporations to engage on these issues. In particular, the study suggests that areas for 
further investment and inquiry with the potential for significant returns include: 

• minimising the transaction costs and knowledge barriers involved for business owners in 
understanding technology options and how these relate to their business situation  

• stimulating the development of the local commercial innovation system which is driven by 
engagement by local ICT service providers with rural businesses  

• quantification of productivity gains from commonly utilised ICT innovations to better estimate 
the value of broadband connection to rural industry, and 

• ensuring information and applications to support management of issues where there is a 
significant public good component are integrated with broadband technology use.  

These interventions will enable rural businesses to better take advantage of increased speed and 
reliability of internet connections as they become available over time. 
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Introduction 
The internet and associated technologies has fundamentally changed the way businesses function and 
has opened the door to a multitude of new ideas. Technology and the innovative approaches that it 
creates in its wake has changed rapidly in the last 15 years and shows no signs of slowing down. There 
are clear benefits to business of access to these new ideas. However, it also takes time, money and 
information to adapt to new ways of doing things. 

Currently, there is only limited information on how and why telecommunications are used in the rural 
economy in Australia. The information that is available is usually quantitative and therefore lacks the 
nuance and depth necessary to understand how innovation is occurring in rural industries.1

This study sought to take stock of current knowledge and provide some of the missing nuance and 
depth by examining the experience of individual businesses in seeking opportunities from technology 
adoption. The report presents case studies of six businesses in Tasmania whose experience provides 
insights for the broader situation in Australian agriculture and draws out the key messages for policy 
makers and research investors that flow from the analysis.  

  

About the Case Studies 
The six case studies represent a diverse group of businesses which are highly successful small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs). Most of the businesses have some level of vertical integration. Several 
are involved at almost all levels of the supply chain. They include a mix of exporters and those 
focusing on the domestic market. 

The businesses are each interacting with information and communications technology to differing 
extents. However, all businesses see IT and broadband as important inputs to their future growth and 
viability within their industry. 

• Huon Aquaculture Group – is a vertically integrated salmon farming and processing business 
which focuses on the Australian market. 

• Hansen Orchards – is a family owned and operated apple and cherry farm catering for 
domestic and international markets. 

• Bridestowe Lavender Estate – is a farming, retail and tourism business with an export focus. 
• Houston’s Farm – produces cut salads for major Australian supermarkets. 
• Premium Fresh – produces and packages a variety of vegetables for the domestic market. 
• TasmaNet – is a Tasmanian based internet service provider. Their focus is on providing 

wireless connections to rural businesses. 
 

Objectives    
This area has been identified as a priority for the RIRDC Resilient Communities Program. This project 
provides a more detailed insight into the benefits of broadband enabled IT for rural businesses. 
Consequently, this project will help to refine the opportunities for the Program to have impact in this 
area over the course of its investments. 

                                                      
1 Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA), Telecommunications Today Report 3: Farming Sector attitudes 
to take-up and use (Canberra: ACMA, 2008), 1; Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, 
Australia’s Digital Economy: Future Directions (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2009), 55. 
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The Big Picture – Broadband in Agriculture  
Who is using the Internet and Why? 
Research by the Australian Communications and Media Authority has found that 92% of small and 
medium enterprises (SMEs) in Australia are connected to the internet. Of those that are connected, 
91% are connected via broadband.2 Business size has more of an impact on take up of broadband 
services than geographic location (metropolitan/non-metropolitan).3 Of the SMEs enterprises without a 
broadband connection almost half were planning to adopt broadband in the future.4 For those not 
currently connected to broadband, 38% cited a lack of availability of the service in their area, other 
important reasons were not seeing the value of broadband for their business and cost.5 Adoption of 
broadband is positively correlated with education and negatively correlated with age.6

Within this broader picture for the economy, 74% of farmers are connected to the internet which is 
very similar to the general population. However, farmers are less likely to be connected via broadband 
than other households and more likely to be connected via dialup. However broadband use is rising 
very rapidly, from only 9 percent of farms in 2005, to 2007 when 39 percent were using this form of 
connection.

 

7

In general, farmers are much more likely to connect to broadband via satellite (47%) than overall 
households (2%).

 

8 Farmers also use the internet less regularly than other households.9

Other demographic data on internet take-up shows that farmers in Western Australia (78%) and South 
Australia (77%) have high take up rates. Intensive crop farms, particularly cotton (93%) and large 
farms over 2 000 hectares (86 percent) also have high take up rates. Farmers were less likely to be 
connected if they lived in Tasmania (63 percent), were livestock farmers, especially cattle (67 percent) 
and sheep (66 percent), or their farms were under 400 hectares (66 percent).

  

10

 

  

                                                      
2 A small enterprise is a business employing between 1 and 19 people. A medium enterprise is a business employing 20 to 
200 people. ACMA, Telecommunications Today Report 2: Take-up and use by small and medium enterprises (Canberra: 
ACMA, 2008), 1, 4. 
3 Ibid., 4. 
4 Ibid., 18. 
5 Ibid., 19. 
6 Simon Molloy et al., ‘Creating new markets: broadband adoption and economic benefits on the Yorke Peninsula: a report 
prepared for the Information Economy Directorate, Department of Further Education Employment Science and Technology, 
the Government of South Australia’, 
http://www.acma.gov.au/webwr/_assets/main/lib310554/ypbb2%20final%2020080813.pdf (accessed 1 July, 2010), 10. 
7 ACMA, Telecommunications Today Report 3, 9-10. 
8 Ibid., 11. 
9 Ibid., 14-15. 
10 Ibid., 9. 

http://www.acma.gov.au/webwr/_assets/main/lib310554/ypbb2%20final%2020080813.pdf�
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F igure 1:  C omparis on of internet us e by farms  and hous eholds  

Source: ACMA, Telecommunications Today. Report 3, 9. 

Why businesses access and use the internet provides initial insights into what the productivity gains of 
high speed broadband might be. Broadband adoption is broadly related to household income, level of 
use of other technology, rate of internet use and purpose, and location.11 Additionally, price and 
reliability of service are the principal factors informing decisions to move to high speed broadband.12

The take up of broadband has been slower in less populated areas. Studies to date in regional Australia 
suggest there has been limited innovative use of broadband. It is still primarily used for faster access to 
the internet for services (like email) that were available via dialup.
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• Lack of awareness of the benefits of broadband 

 Reasons for slow broadband take 
up in some areas include: 

• Income and perceptions about the high cost of broadband 

• Confusion over the technology and broadband packages 

• Ageing of the population 

• Literacy and education 

• Don’t have a use for the connection 

• Negative experiences with dialup14

                                                      
11 Molloy et al., ‘Creating new markets’, 44. 

 

12 Australian Industry Group (AIG) and Deloitte, National CEO Survey. High Speed Broadband: Measuring industry demand 
for a world class service (Sydney: AIG, 2008), 26. 
13 Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts (DCITA), Broadband in regional Australia: Making a 
difference (Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia, 2007), 44. 
14 DCITA, Broadband in regional Australia, 44. 
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Some of these trends are reflected in the usage statistics for agriculture. 84% of farmers use the 
internet for home and business purposes, with a further 11% using the internet solely for business. The 
most common uses are for seeking information (weather, agricultural, financial market and livestock 
and machinery market), banking and email. These online business activities are similar to how other 
SMEs in the economy use the internet.15

However the use of the internet is becoming increasingly integrated with farming operations. Cotton 
farms, due to their intensive nature, have led the way in the uptake of telecommunications in the farm 
sector. Here, the internet has aided with water management and crop monitoring. Other intensive 
operations, like specialised cereal growers are following this trend.

 

16

These trends suggest how broadband is likely to become more integrated with agricultural operations. 
Themes that are further developed by the case studies presented below. 

  

 
 

                                                      
15 ACMA, Telecommunications Today Report 3, 13-14. 
16 Ibid., 17. 
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Productivity Gains from the Internet 
Like households, business take up and use of telecommunication services is driven by knowledge of 
how these services can improve the productivity of their business. 75% of SMEs indicated that 
broadband has a positive impact on their business. The main benefits were the productivity gains that 
were made due to saving time, accessing information, and better communications.17

The reasons cited by SMEs for adopting broadband were largely productivity related. Speed of access 
(58%) was the overwhelming benefit, but increased general internet efficiency, access to a greater 
range of applications online and the ability to free up phone lines were all important. Cost savings 
were also important for some businesses.

  

18

The benefits of broadband are also multidimensional. Its value to consumers is driven by a range of 
features including price, speed and reliability of service but also by the range of complementary 
products and services that it enables consumers to use.

 

19

The internet is also changing the types of activities businesses engage in. E-business practices are 
being used to communicate with customers and suppliers; research markets, products and services; and 
to conduct online sales and purchases.

 It is the integration of the service with 
complementary technologies and innovations which are the key to innovation and productivity gains. 

20

Identifying the benefits of broadband for business is dependent on understanding the: 

 

• direct business benefits such as cost and time savings, and 

• indirect impact of business broadband use flowing from an increase in other activities by 
reallocating resources. 

Regional Insights from Other Work 
Several useful analyses of the regional benefits of broadband have already been undertaken in 
Australia, including an assessment on the Yorke Peninsula (SA), the Gold Coast (QLD) and 
Gloucester (NSW). These provide some insights into how internet and associated technologies are 
broadly changing behaviours and increasing regional productivity in Australian regions. 

Insights from the Yorke Peninsula, South Australia 
One of the unique features of the Yorke Peninsula is the high degree of competition for provision of 
broadband. It is one of the few regional markets in Australia where Telstra is not the leading 
supplier.21

The benefits to the business sector have included lowering the cost of communications, increasing 
administrative efficiency and opening new markets. Access to broadband has significantly decreased 
the constraints that businesses faced due to their regional location.  

 

 
Broadband also enables businesses to consolidate and diversify their operations as they can access new 
customers and increase the efficacy of their web based advertising. Access to broadband has also made 
operating home-based businesses more viable, leading to new businesses entering the market.22

                                                      
17 ACMA, Telecommunications Today Report 2, 19. 

 

18 Ibid., 18-19. 
19 Molloy et al., Creating new markets, 18. 
20 ACMA, Telecommunications Today Report 2, 20. 
21 Molloy et al., Creating new markets, 5. 
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There have also been specific benefits for the farming community. Banking can be done more 
efficiently online; farmers can directly access world markets, enabling them to streamline operations; 
and information on the weather and markets is now efficiently available.23

It is estimated that the present value of the rollout of broadband on the peninsula is $25.5 million to the 
whole state and $21.4 million to the region over three years. The value to businesses in the region is 
estimated to be $15 million over that time frame. This cost benefit analysis indicates that the benefits 
of broadband are substantially greater than the costs of rollout (in this case the cost the governments 
involved an estimated $2.7 million).

  

24

Insights from the Gold Coast, Queensland 

 

Access to broadband has enabled the growth of home based businesses as well as encouraging 
interstate migration. For home based businesses the internet is becoming essential for attracting clients, 
and communicating internally and with their customers. The flexibility broadband provides is 
especially important for the tourist sector who use the internet to market to potential customers and 
conduct bookings online.25

Insights from Gloucester, New South Wales 

 

Access to broadband has enabled the diversification of the Gloucester economy. Traditionally, the 
region’s economy has had a primary industry focus. Access to broadband has increased the viability of 
the tourism and niche food production sectors as businesses are able to advertise to a wider variety of 
customers. 

Broadband has lowered the cost of conducting business outside the region by removing travel time and 
cost. For example farming families are now able to conduct internet banking more efficiently. It has 
also increased their ability to access a wide variety of information relevant to their business.26

The case studies highlight the benefits of access to broadband internet over dialup:  

 

• Greater speed, time and capacity to perform tasks 

• Increased network reliability and reduced line drop-outs 

• Save time, travel and communications costs 

• Access to bandwidth intensive information. Especially rich media websites, conducting 
transactions online and sending and receiving large files.27

The principle benefit of broadband is the ability to conduct dialup internet functions at greater speed. 
However, broadband is also enabling a greater variety of services to be accessed and delivered via the 
internet. Due to the increased reliability of these functions that broadband provides, it enables 
businesses to become more flexible. The viability of home based businesses and teleworking are 
especially important for people living in rural and regional communities.

 

28

  

 

                                                                                                                                                                      
22 DCITA, Broadband in regional Australia, 8. 
23 Ibid., 11. 
24 Molloy et al., Creating new markets, 7-9. 
25 DCITA, Broadband in regional Australia, 16, 18. 
26 Ibid., 27-28. 
27 Ibid., 38. 
28 Ibid., 38. 
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Summary of Regional Benefits 
Assuming the themes observable across these case studies are applicable to other regional areas, the 
key insights from this existing work for regional Australia are that: 

• Businesses have greater flexibility in where they undertake operate office and marketing work 

• Business functions that have an on-line component such as communication with customers 
and financial management can be undertaken with increased speed and reliability, and 

• Information is available from a wider diversity of sources, supporting increased knowledge for 
decision making. 

The case studies below provide an insight into how these benefits flow through to gains for specific 
businesses and how innovative operators are beginning to identify and pursue opportunities well 
beyond these broadly applicable sources of benefit. 
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Key Innovation Trends 
There are several broader business innovation trends that are closely linked to the internet which need 
to be understood when considering the innovation potential for rural businesses. Three important 
trends include: 

• The Internet of Things 

• Web Semantics  

• E-Commerce and E-Marketing 

Each of these trends are relevant to rural industries and can be observed in the case studies below. A 
brief description of these trends and the potential they hold for businesses is described below. 

The Internet of Things 
The Internet of Things refers to the increasing ability businesses have to connect and track real world 
objects across both space and time using the internet. Currently, most data management and 
information systems only interact with static objects. However by using sensors, chips and 
radiofrequency identification (RFIDs), businesses are now able to monitor changes in real time over 
the internet and with a high degree of detail. For example, it is possible to track or isolate the 
performance of individual livestock rather than assessing the broader characteristics of the herd or 
paddock.29

This increasingly sophisticated monitoring has been enabled by rapid changes in information and 
communications technology. Often, this type of information gathering is reliant on wireless technology 
as monitoring moves away from static processes to tracking products from development to 
consumption. It is also enabled by the ever decreasing price of sensor technology and RFIDs. 
Additionally, new developments like cloud computing mean that data storage and number crunching 
are possible at lower costs. Consequently, it is becoming increasingly viable to monitor objects and 
processes on large scale.

  

30

There are three principal benefits from the Internet of Things. It makes it possible to: 

  

• track behaviour: businesses can increasingly monitor their products, including both the 
external environment they are being created within and the movement of products through the 
supply chain.  

• situational awareness: events can be monitored in real time. 

• sensor driven decision making: long term and more complex planning and decision making is 
supported as the quality of the data analysis improves.31

The true benefits of the Internet of Things stem from integrating all these tracking systems, networks 
and databases so that automated decision making is possible. This then has additional flow on effects 
as laborious human processing is replaced by more efficient and sophisticated decision making 
processes.

 

32

                                                      
29 Mike Hanley and Scott David, ‘Track This: The Internet of Things is coming soon to a sensor near you’, Australian Financial 
Review Boss Magazine, October, 2010. 

 

30 Michael Chui et al., ‘The Internet of Things’, McKinsey Quarterly, March 2010, 
http://www.mckinseyquarterly.com/The_Internet_of_Things_2538 (accessed 2 November, 2010); Hanley and David, ‘Track 
This’. 
31 Chui et al., ‘The Internet of Things’. 
32 Hanley and David, ‘Track This’. 

http://www.mckinseyquarterly.com/The_Internet_of_Things_2538�
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Web Semantics 
Web Semantics is the process of turning the information gathered by the Internet of Things into a 
decision making devices that are useful and applicable for businesses. By adding layers of meaning 
and analysis to raw data that is automatically collated, web semantics allows this information to flow 
back into processes in response to real time changes. This system of automation, control and decision 
making allows more accurate responses to changes in external variables and consequently a more 
efficient system.33

The benefits of this higher level of integration and interpretation are: 

 

• Process optimisation: processes are able to adjust immediately based on interpreted data that 
is gathered by monitoring systems. Multiplied over thousands of processes this implies major 
reductions in input costs, including the opportunity cost of time. 

• Optimised resource consumption: with greater interaction and data sharing between producers 
and consumers it is possible to monitor changes in demand and price products appropriately 
and dynamically.  

• Complex autonomous systems: using rapid real time sensing of unpredictable systems will 
translate into instantaneous decision making and responses. That is, information systems 
mimicking human decision making capabilities, but doing so at significantly greater speeds.34

There still remain limits to the ability of businesses to capitalise on the Internet of Things and Web 
Semantics. For many businesses, the cost of installing sensors or RFIDs at the level of individual 
products remains a barrier. It is the depth and scope of information that individual monitoring provides 
that holds the greatest potential for increasingly sophisticated decision making. The capacity of 
networks to deal with increased data flows also remains limited, while software to aggregate and 
analyse the data is needs to be further developed. 

 

As these processes improve and become more sophisticated this may fundamentally change the 
decision making structures of businesses. This is turn will have implications for how organisations are 
structured. 

From the perspective of policy makers, there are also important implications. As more data is 
collected, appropriate regulation of data privacy and data security must be developed. As decision 
making moves into more automated systems there must also be increasing awareness of the legal 
liability frameworks in place for when systems fail.35

E-Commerce and E-Marketing 

  

E-Commerce empowers both businesses and consumers. Consumers are able to compare the prices 
and availability of products more easily, while businesses can offer price differentiation between off 
and online purchases to grow their online sales market. The type and scope of products available 
online is also growing.36 Currently, 28% of internet users shop online, while 74% of SMEs received 
payments for goods and services online and 81% made payments online. There has been steady growth 
in the income from the online sale of goods and services, rising from $81 billion in 2008 to $123 
billion in 2009.37

                                                      
33 Hanley and David, ‘Track This’; Chui et al., ‘The Internet of Things’. 

  

34 Chui et al., ‘The Internet of Things’. 
35 Ibid. 
36 ACMA, Communications report 2009-10 series. Report 1 – Australia in the digital economy: The shift to the online 
environment (Canberra: ACMA, 2010), 29. 
37 Ibid., 3-4, 15. 
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Yet, despite the value of e-commerce, many businesses still have reservations about including online 
sales into their business model. The main reasons for concern centre around security, skill and cost.38 
Consequently, relative to total sales activities, online sales only account for 25-30% for SMEs.39

E-marketing is the currently experiencing the greatest growth in terms of the activities SMEs are 
undertaking online. Currently, 61% of SMEs in Australia have a website compared to 56% in 2009. 
This is also the online function that the most number of businesses (10%) identified as an area they 
want to move into in the future. This growth is also illustrated by the 24% growth in registered 
Australian domain names in the last year from 1.42 million to 1.76 million (excluding .gov.au).

 

40

73% of SMEs with a website reported that it had a positive impact on their business by improving 
business efficiency. The most common reported benefits were that customers could find them more 
easily, their increased ability to promote their products and services and their capacity to increase sales 
as a result. However, e-marketing is also costly, on average, SMEs spent $3100 on building and 
maintaining their website.

  

41

The continued growth in the number of Australians interacting with social networking sites (8.7 
million Australians accessed at least 1 social networking site last year), means that this area holds 
significant potential for online engagement by businesses. As yet, the number of SMEs (10%) 
conducting e-marketing using social networking sites remained relatively small.

 

42 60% of these 
businesses reported that it had a positive impact on their business.43

Rural and Urban Differences 

 

While rural businesses are tapping into broader commercial trends, integrating insights from previous 
research and discussion with business leaders involved in this report suggests that there is an 
observable difference between the benefits for urban and regional businesses from access to broadband 
services and integration of these services with business functions.  

This difference is fundamentally driven by the distance most rural businesses are from services, 
markets and networks. The remoteness of an enterprise’s core business operations from urban centres 
may enhance the potential gains from increased connectivity, although this has not been objectively 
measured to date.  

Larger businesses with facilities across multiple regions with limited local service capacity will also 
have significant gains from access to better services. The investment already made by one of the case 
study businesses and those being considered by others are evidence of this. 

                                                      
38 Ibid., 30. 
39 Sensis, Sensis e-Business Report: The Online Experience of Small and Medium Enterprises September 2010, 
http://about.sensis.com.au/IgnitionSuite/uploads/docs/Sensis%20e-
Business%20Report%20September%202010%20FINAL.pdf (accessed 02 November, 2010) 5. 
40 ACMA, Communications report 2009-10, 10; Sensis, Sensis e-Business Report, 13. 
41 Sensis, Sensis e-Business Report, 23. 
42 ACMA, Communications report 2009-10, 25, 29. 
43 Sensis, Sensis e-Business Report, 4. 
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The regional social and economic benefits are more complex. Information from research to date and 
the case studies suggest that broadband access will have both positive and negative implications for 
local economic activity. For example, access to broadband will allow some businesses access to a 
wider set of support services and suppliers than are available locally. This will mean that local 
businesses who are not competitive at a state, national or international level may lose local business. 
On the other side of this, those service and supply businesses linked to agriculture who are competitive 
will be able to access a much wider market place.  

The case studies provide insights into these changes as they are already occurring in regional areas 
under current services. Whether these and future changes that occur as broadband infrastructure is 
improved are a net benefit for a region or a locality will depend on the ability of people in the area to 
recognise the implications and opportunities and respond with competitive business models. 
Government and research providers can play a positive role in the change process. The areas of 
greatest potential for this are discussed after the case studies. 
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Case Studies – Innovation in Action 
Six case studies are presented below. The case studies include a mixture of small and medium 
enterprises engaged in rural industries as producers or support service businesses. It includes producers 
who operate across supply chains and are actively seeking to innovate and improve their business 
performance using technology. 

The case studies are all drawn from Tasmania as this state is the one which is most immediately 
contemplating the opportunities from significant improvement to broadband services. However the 
diversity of case studies provides insights which are relevant in other industries and other regions of 
Australia. In particular, we have been careful in choosing a mixture of successful businesses who are 
at different stages of engagement and innovation with broadband and associated technologies. 

Across the case studies are some key themes which are important to keep in mind while reading each 
case. These relate to the process of innovation regarding broadband and associated information and 
communications technology (ICT). In particular the case studies demonstrate that: 

• Adopting ICT is a longer term process for many business as it often sits outside of their core 
areas of past innovation.  

• The rate and success of innovation is likely to be related to the skill, knowledge and interest 
level that exists within a business. 

• Identifying the most relevant and adoptable innovations is a significant challenge for business 
leaders. 

• Once a business engages significantly with ICT it will need to bring dedicated expertise in 
house or develop a strong relationship with skilled external service providers to realise all the 
benefits broadband has to offer. 

The case studies also show that the key types of benefits that a business can realise are: 

• increased labour productivity with particular benefits for the business owners and managers 

• better decision making through increased access to information in real time and for more 
sophisticated innovators, technology which is able to integrate and present information for 
decision making or automate replicable processes 

• an expanded market place and ability to connect with a wider market and consumers directly, 
and 

• an expanded set of service providers and supply options that bring additional efficiency and 
innovation opportunities. 

The case studies also show that for most businesses involved in the case studies, despite being 
innovative and active adopters, there are significant unrealised gains from existing innovations and 
future opportunities for further innovation.  
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Huon Aquaculture Group 
“It’s hard to quantify in dollar terms, but having the right information can potentially save the 

business millions.” 

- Justin Thurley, IT Manager, Huon Aquaculture. 

For Huon Aquaculture, the effective management of rich information is a key ingredient for business 
success. Information technology, supported by access to broadband and a culture of technical 
innovation is a core part of their business and a significant source of innovation and on-going 
competitive advantage.  

Huon operates at many levels of the industry supply chain and a wide variety of technologies are 
employed by the business. Huon is consistently pushing the boundaries of IT innovation in Australian 
agribusiness, seeking out and adapting new technology and services that can support on-going success. 

The Huon case study also shows the importance of large agribusiness to regional economies and the 
way in which the success of business driven innovation in information technology can produce 
tangible flow-on regional social benefits.   

Industry Context 
In 2008-09, Australia produced 29 700 tonnes of salmonids (includes salmon and trout) valued at $323 
million. Salmonids are a key species in Australian fisheries production both in terms of scale and 
quantity.44

However, in terms of the international market, dominated by northern hemisphere producers, the 
quantities of salmon produced by the Australian industry are very small. Northern hemisphere 
producers tend to focus on economies of scale, whereas the focus of the Australian industry has been 
differentiation based on a high quality product.  

 

The Australian salmon industry is dominated by three major companies, all located in Tasmania. The 
largest is Tassal, followed by Huon and Petuna. 95 percent of Australia’s salmonid farming occurs in 
Tasmania and salmonoids are Tasmania’s principle aquaculture industry. 45 The state’s favourable 
disease and pest free status has lowered production costs, enabled salmonid products to gain market 
access, and assisted in establishing Tasmania as a high quality producer.46

Salmon production in Australia is overwhelmingly focused on the domestic market. The industry has 
been active in marketing salmon to Australian consumers and this has underpinned the rapid growth in 
the domestic market in recent years. This growth has been enabled by a focus on research and 
development that has yielded benefits including improved feeding techniques and disease control.

 

47

About the Business 

  

Huon Aquaculture Group is a privately owned, vertically integrated salmon farming business which 
been in operation since 1988. The business includes hatching, farming, and manufacturing salmon 
products. The business employs around 450 staff, produces over  

10 000 tonnes of salmon every year and has a turnover in excess of $200 million. 

                                                      
44 Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics – Bureau of Rural Sciences (ABARE-BRS), Australian Fisheries 
Statistics 2009 (Canberra: ABARE-BRS, 2010), 1, 5. 
45 Ibid., 5, 14. 
46 Tasmanian Department of Primary Industries, Parks, Water and Environment, formerly Department of Primary Industries 
and Water, ‘The Tasmanian Salmon Industry May 2009’, http://www.dpiw.tas.gov.au/inter.nsf/Attachments/CART-
7SPV8Y/$FILE/Industry%20profile%20SALMON.pdf (accessed 29 October, 2010), 1. 
47 ABARE-BRS, Australian Fisheries Statistics 2009, 5. 
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Huon distributes its products to both domestic and export markets. Like the other major producers, the 
domestic market is Huon’s biggest and most important market. Changing consumer preferences for 
salmon have been a major driver of growth in demand for the industry in recent years and have 
provided for sustained growth of Huon’s operations. Key products include whole fish, smoked salmon 
fillets, dips and caviar. 

Huon’s export engagement complements the domestic market. Exports consist of both high quality 
produce for the Japanese market and lower grade produce for wider international commodity markets. 

Huon Aquaculture has vertically integrated and geographically dispersed operations. The company 
operates at eight different locations in Tasmania and on the mainland including: 

• two hatchery facilities – one in Northern and one in Southern Tasmania, 

• two farming regions, one in Huon and the other in Macquarie Harbour,   

• supporting offices in Hobart and Melbourne,  

• a primary processing facility in Northern Tasmania, and  

• a value-added processing plant at Mt Barker in South Australia.  

In the last five years, the business has undergone rapid growth, enabling further vertical integration of 
the business. In particular, the hatcheries have been further developed and the company has acquired 
its value-added processing plant. They have also built a new factory in Tasmania which has increased 
the business’ economies of scale. This plant has recently received global British Retail Consortium 
certification.  

The success of the business in achieving year round production and meeting the needs of key markets 
is driven by the strategic location of facilities, development and implementation of new technologies 
and successful management and integration of the business across its diverse units.  

Broadband Access - Underpinning Productivity and Innovation 
“Like many businesses, our operations are increasingly data rich. Getting that data to the 
right people and presenting it in a way that supports decision making are real challenges 

for us.”  

- Justin Thurley, IT Manager, Huon Aquaculture. 

Huon Aquaculture is an information intensive business with diverse IT requirements at different parts 
of the value chain. Information technology and broadband services are managed by a dedicated IT 
team that works across the business. Huon is actively engaged with its service providers and receives 
tailored services through dedicated wireless and fixed line connections. These services are provided by 
both Telstra and TasmaNet with each providing solutions suitable for the different regions and 
contexts in which Huon operates.  

This hybrid model has proven to be very successful for Huon Aquaculture. Wireless, as opposed to 
satellite, provides the best option for communicating with their marine farms because of access and 
latency issues. However, the risks of downtime and interruption of services associated with using 
wireless while relatively low are unacceptable for other parts of the operation. In these cases, fixed 
lines with guaranteed service level obligations ensure that service is always maintained. Currently the 
broadband services are generally low speed, but the company is investing in higher speed services. 

The most valuable benefits of broadband for Huon flow from the connectivity between its different 
offices and operations combined with the integration of automated gathering of information across the 
business.  
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Broadband connectivity has increased the operating efficiency of Huon Aquaculture. This has enabled 
the business to maintain high levels of regional employment and improved the decision making 
capacity and flexibility of the business. By using the concept of cloud computing (via Citrix) Huon has 
decreased the costs of delivering IT services and has also increased the speeds at which their 
employees can utilise their network. Huon uses Citrix to deliver applications and services to different 
areas of the business, with the data centre and IT department located in Hobart.  

Huon’s IT Manager, Justin Thurley, estimates the benefit of this cloud based, computing architecture 
to be over $500 000 annually. Additionally, it has lowered Huon’s IT labour costs, as fewer IT staff 
are necessary to run their operation. The concepts behind cloud computing fit in with Huon’s 
entrepreneurial style of leadership. The system is flexible and accessible, which enables it to 
accommodate changes in the business as they occur.  

Information technology is decreasing the cost of production for Huon through new technology and by 
improving business decision making. By lowering input and production costs, the business is able to 
enhance its competitiveness within the industry. The nature of the business means that Huon works 
over three year planning cycles. This makes information vital to the business as it is better able to 
control decision making and more effectively manage risk. To assist this, Huon has a database for all 
of their farm processes which they use to analyse their efficiency.  

For example, feeding the salmon is one of Huon’s main input costs. Currently, they use an automated 
feeding process. The behaviour of the fish is tracked using an infrared camera. An algorithm which 
models salmon behaviour is then used to distribute food. Ideally, these processes would be controlled 
using broadband telemetry. Centralised control of the feeding process would save Huon on labour 
costs. It would also enable them to collect information that otherwise would not be available.  

Current Challenges  
The challenge for Huon has been to find service providers that can deliver the quality of services the 
company requires to its remote sites. Speed and latency has been a big issue in realising the complete 
benefits for broadband enabled technology. There are some parts of the business that cannot afford to 
have a communications breakdown. For example, nearly all Huon’s manufacturing processes are 
automated, with order fulfilment coordinated between production control software located at each site 
and a centralised sales and financial system (SAP) located in Hobart. Communications between these 
systems is vital to maintain operations.  

Because of this reliability requirement, Huon use service level agreements with guaranteed links. 
However there is a trade off in achieving this, as these guaranteed links have much slower speeds 
(1Mbps). This in turn limits the types of applications Huon can conduct on this service. Ideally, the 
business would use video conferencing and view the production process in live time to monitor 
quality. However, this is not possible at these speeds. 

The types of technology that Huon needs to continue to improve its operations are very specific. They 
have had problems in the past developing or acquiring the technology the company requires. Huon 
does not employ an IT development crew, therefore they often conduct internal modifications on 
existing technology. For example, the algorithm for feeding their fish was developed in collaboration 
with another company. However, there are also significant benefits from this process of technological 
development. There are significant innovation spill overs from Huon’s collaborations with other 
businesses and the technologies that have been developed have gone on to be sold worldwide. 
Recently Huon deployed two wireless weather and wave sensing buoys to monitor conditions on their 
marine farms.  
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Future Opportunities 
Huon’s future focus is on increasing the linkages between its data gathering capabilities and its 
communications networks. Remote sensing technology is one example of the major improvements 
possible in this area. This type of technology will allow Huon to automate a lot of processes, while 
also enabling access to information in real time from all their offices. This centralisation of data will 
produce significant efficiency gains through improved use of labour and improved decision making.  

The traceability of salmon is important for marketing purposes as well as health and safety 
compliance. However, good communications links to and from the data are vital to ensuring the 
success of these types of initiatives. All three major Tasmanian salmon producers and the University 
of Tasmania are currently examining this issue. The Tasmanian Salmon Initiative is a mechanism this 
group is developing to distribute data about the industry to their clients and customers. Its purpose is to 
further enable Tasmanian salmon to be a differentiated, high quality product on the international 
market.  
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Hansen Orchards 
“Technology is key to our business being able to continue to expand. The technology we 

use means that I can use my time much more effectively.”  

– Howard Hansen 

Hansen Orchards is a large and innovative family run cherry and apple producer servicing 
international and domestic markets.  

For this business, technology is increasing the productivity of labour across the business and enabling 
better, more timely decision making by the business owners.  

The experience of Hansen Orchards shows how labour productivity gains can be made from utilising 
and integrating relatively simple and widely available internet technology with a sophisticated 
production system.  

The internet has also enabled Hansen Orchards to tap into a wider variety of knowledge,  services and 
suppliers. This helps the company maintain and protect their competitive edge in the industry. As a 
result, the business is bucking the trend and continuing to grow despite pressures on local producers. 

Industry Context 
Currently, Australia production of cherries is approximately 10 000 tonnes per year. The Australian 
cherry industry is predominantly focused on domestic markets. In recent years, cherry production in 
Tasmania has grown from a cottage industry Australia’s third largest growing region.48

Large supermarket chains are driving change in the industry in both domestic and international 
markets. Key to this influence is their desire to secure a stable, high quality supply of fruit. This means 
that local growers are increasingly facing competition from imports in the domestic market. 
Internationally, seasonal advantages mean that Australian growers can offer a quality product at a time 
where there is less competition in markets. 

 In the past, 
local growers would produce solely for the Tasmanian market, focusing on Christmas production, but 
growers now access significant export markets in Asia and beyond.  

Like other orchard businesses, the production process for cherry growers is becoming more 
sophisticated and precisely controlled with sensors and other technologies becoming more common. 
Innovation is also being increasingly driven at the global level as information spreads through better 
international connections between businesses and industries. 

About the Business 
Hanson Orchards is a fourth generation, family run business. Traditionally apple growers, this export 
orientated business has adapted successfully to the dynamics of international markets and significant 
industry shifts since the 1990s. Key to their success was identifying opportunities in cherry growing. 
Since 1994 they have incorporated cherries into the orchards and they have become the dominant part 
of the business. Cherries now account for 80% of the Orchard’s profitability. 

Hansen Orchards produces 600 tonnes of cherries per year and they expect this to grow to about 1200 
tonnes in the next 3 years. They estimate that this will be equivalent to 10% of the Australian cherry 
crop. Their cherries are exported to 14 countries, mainly in Asia where their principal markets are 
Hong Kong and Taiwan.  

                                                      
48 Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation, ‘Cherry: Pollination Aware’, 
https://rirdc.infoservices.com.au/downloads/10-115 (accessed 29 October, 2010), 1-2. 
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Hansen Orchards were the first Tasmanian business to look at export markets for cherries. Due to their 
location, the Hansen’s produce some of the latest maturing fruit in the world and because of 
Tasmania’s cool climate, the cherries they produce have a longer shelf life. This gives the orchard a 
natural competitive advantage and therefore enables them to export their cherries as a premium 
product. 

The business has also sought to strengthen its supply base and market influence. In partnership with 
two other Tasmanian growers, Reid Fruits and Top-Qual, Hansen Orchards have developed a 
marketing company called Cherry Isle Tasmania. This partnership means that they can guarantee 
supply and volume to major supermarkets. Consequently, supermarkets have engaged in more active 
promotion of cherries. Together Cherry Isle markets 1800 tonnes of cherries a year, making them the 
biggest marketer and exporter in Australia. All three producers are benefiting by selling directly to the 
supermarkets and independent exporters. 

Despite significant growth, the business remains family owned and run. During peak cherry season, 
Hansen Orchards employs 250 staff across its operations. With significant and growing pressures on 
the family as the business grows, using their time effectively, accessing quality information and 
making good, timely management decisions becomes critical to maintaining and consolidating the 
success of the business in domestic and international markets. 

Broadband: Improving Business Productivity 
Access to broadband and related technology is enhancing the labour productivity of Hansen Orchards.  

Automation of information gathering is allowing Hansen Orchards to move away from a reliance on 
people being in the orchard and monitoring conditions. Combining this technology with the internet 
and mobile data services means that conditions across the orchard’s multiple sites can be continuously 
monitored by the family.  

Technology is constantly being identified and integrated into the production system. Hansen Orchards 
have invested in weather stations with wireless sensors which can be monitored online and wireless 
soil moisture monitoring. This information is all hosted online so the information can easily be 
accessed by farm personnel. Hansen also use GPS technology when developing new areas of their 
farms. Soil and weather monitoring has meant Hansen Orchards has access to more accurate 
information and as a result they can make better decisions.  

A recent change has involved the installation of leaf wetness sensors for the cherries. This means 
Managing Director, Howard Hansen does not have to rely on his farm managers to inform him 
accurately how wet the cherries are getting. As a result he can employ the orchard’s infrastructure 
(helicopters are used to dry the cherries) more effectively and efficiently. Hansen Orchards is currently 
employing harvest.co.nz to develop technology to control all these monitoring systems remotely and 
further integrate information and decision making. 

The result for the business is better use of labour resources and timely decision making. At critical 
times of the year this can be the difference between a successful crop and significant frost or rain 
damage to millions of dollars of fruit. However, these innovations also bring broader benefits for a 
family running such a large business, the most important of which is more flexibility in where people 
can be at any point in time and greater peace of mind that key risks can be monitored and managed 
remotely. 

For Howard Hansen, the ability to monitor cool room temperatures has been particularly important. 
For Hansen Orchards and similar businesses, storing large quantities of fruit for long periods in cool 
rooms means that significant revenue depends on maintaining stable, reliable temperatures.  

In 2000, Hansen Orchards invested in technology which controls the atmosphere in their cool rooms. 
This allowed more accurate and integrated control of temperatures. As part of wider integration of 
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operations with the internet, they now can access and control the temperature in their cool rooms 
remotely.  

This change has had a significant impact on the business. Before they had the technology to better 
manage their store rooms, manual checking would take one person approximately 2 hours each day 
and the family was constantly worried that something may have happened when they weren’t on-site. 
Now they can monitor the temperatures remotely 24 hours a day using an iPhone app which cost no 
more than $5. In this case, the personal and family benefits of reduced worry and remote control are 
even more important than the economic benefits for the business. 

The internet is also an important source of information on services and inputs. The relationship with 
international service providers is enabled by internet technology. Real cost savings are also being 
made by identifying the lowest cost national and international suppliers for key equipment such as 
sprayers. This is further internationalising the business which is already importing new technology and 
services from the mainland, New Zealand and the UK.  

Current Challenges  
Service availability remains the greatest challenge for Hansen Orchards in realising the full benefits of 
these internet integrated technologies. Although Hansen Orchards currently have access to high quality 
broadband in the office, only two kilometres down the road at the family home it is only possible to 
connect via satellite broadband which is significantly slower. 

A similar challenge for Hansen Orchards is the lack of availability of a good phone service. This 
means that the business relies on multiple phone systems rather than a single integrated system that 
would be more time and cost efficient.  

Howard also recognises that keeping up with changes in technology is crucial. Understanding what 
options the business has and making decisions on what to adopt will remain a significant challenge for 
him and others in the business as the pace of change and the variety of opportunities gains pace. 

Future Opportunities 
Increasing remote access and integrating the data they collect is the largest future opportunity for the 
business. Currently, the monitoring systems are running in isolation and they are mostly reliant on 
human interpretation and analysis.  

The goal for Hansen Orchards is to completely integrate all the information they gather. At the 
moment, they are at the beginning of this process. Recently, they integrated their soil moisture data 
with their weather data. In the future, this information will feed into their irrigation system and their 
mechanisms for dealing with frost and rain. Ideally, the system, which is currently controlled 
manually, will be automated based on this data. Essentially, Hansen Orchard’s aim is to move from 
passive monitoring to remote control of these operations. This will maximise the possible efficiency 
gains from this technology and further reduce the decision making burden on Howard.  

Hansen Orchards is also aiming to update and develop their website to engage better with their end 
consumer. This is driven by the recognition within the business that they need to connect more directly 
with the end consumer of their product and that consumers are increasingly interested in where their 
food comes from. This is a significant change and Howard admits that they cannot fully understand 
how that might shift priorities and create new opportunities over time. 
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Bridestowe Lavender Estate 
“Online sales is a new area we’re is expanding into. We’re hopeful that it will have a big impact on 

the business.” 

Bridestowe Estate has created a value chain all in one business with operations reaching from 
production all the way to product retail. Connecting the consumer (wherever they may be located) 
more directly to the whole business is something they are ambitious to achieve as part of their growth 
strategy. 

Given this situation, there are tangible benefits for Bridestowe from better broadband access.  

Bridestowe is already drawing resources into its local region through online engagement. By 
expanding its sales reach through online marketing and sales, the business is able to develop a wider 
market of customers; secure resources usually captured by middle-men outside the region; and provide 
a more reliable platform for growth. These gains for Bridestowe also have flow on regional benefits 
such as employment in a variety of skill sets and local investment. 

A broader set of benefits are also likely to flow to the wider region, particularly through tourism 
benefits as they reach a wider audience. Bridestowe is both a production and a tourism business and 
these facets of the business are intrinsically linked. Moreover, the whole region benefits from 
Bridestowe’s tourism activities. Through their online marketing and branding, Bridestowe is explicitly 
and implicitly marketing the region to a wider audience.  

Industry Context 
The lavender industry in Australia remains a cottage industry, although it has been becoming 
increasingly commercialised. Bridestowe Estate is the main centre for lavender production in 
Australia.49

About the Business 

 

Bridestowe Estate is a vertically integrated business located in north eastern Tasmania. The business 
consists of a lavender farm, manufacturing facilities as well as wholesale and retail. All parts of the 
business are located on the same site, which also acts as a tourism attraction. People visit the farm each 
year, which also has a café and an onsite retail outlet. 

Most products that are manufactured using Bridestowe lavender are done so onsite. The business has 
its own distillery, for which the majority of the 150 tonnes of lavender harvested each year is destined. 
A proportion of the crop is also cut and dried for the dried flower industry.  

Products such as candles and bath salts are manufactured on the Bridestowe Estate along with products 
necessary for marketing such as packaging and labelling. Other beauty products, such as hand creams 
and soap, are manufactured offsite by other companies to comply with Australian hygiene standards. 

Lavender oil is a key product and a source of international engagement. 85% of the lavender oil 
produced by Bridestowe is exported, predominantly to markets in Asia including Japan, Taiwan and 
Hong Kong. In the past export markets have included Europe and the US. Bridestowe also sells its 
products domestically in wholesale and its onsite retail outlet.  

 

The business operates on a seasonal basis. Summer is their peak season as their lavender is in flower, 
coinciding with the peak tourism season. Like all tourism businesses, Bridestowe was affected by the 

                                                      
49 Australian Lavender Industry, ‘History of Lavender’, http://www.lavenderindustry.org/html/lavender_history.html 
(accessed 29 October, 2010). 
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global financial crisis and the recent strength of the Australian Dollar has impacted on the 
competitiveness of their exports. However, they are confident that as the business grows, these 
external fluctuations will have a smaller impact on their profits. 

Broadband: Improving Business Productivity 
Bridestowe is seeking to increase sales though online product marketing. The business has recently 
redeveloped their website and is now conducting sales online.  

Although it is early days, the new website has only been operational for three to four months, this 
online venture is already proving to be very valuable for the business. Online sales are expanding the 
business’ sales reach and therefore providing Bridestowe with a broader consumer base, which is 
interacting directly with the business. This growing and diverse customer base will make future profits 
more stable and future growth more viable. 

Online communication has enabled more efficient management of the business’ external relationships, 
and as such has become a vital part of the business. It is often via email that Bridestowe communicates 
with suppliers and customers.  

Online communication is also vital to enabling the tourism side of the business. Through the 
Bridestowe website, potential visitors can gain information about the farm as well as information on 
how to visit and the best times to do so. Visitors can also contact Bridestowe directly via email to find 
out more information.  

Bridestowe is also venturing into social media as a marketing device. They have recently established 
Facebook and Twitter accounts which they are using to drive sales by offering special updates and 
offers to customers who interact with them online. This online presence can drive a virtuous circle of 
larger levels of interaction in the tourism industry, leading to both increased name recognition and 
onsite sales. 

Although their farming and harvesting processes operate independently of internet enabled information 
technology, the internet is a vital source of information for driving the business’ on-going research and 
development aimed at refining and improving their operations.  

Current Challenges  
Poor service availability has limited the uptake of internet enabled services by Bridestowe Estate. 
Consequently, like many rural businesses, there are untapped gains in this area for the business.  

Due to their rural location, Bridestowe does not have access to the level of internet services that the 
business needs. The business cannot connect via ADSL, and therefore, they are forced to use less 
reliable and slower services. Due to the unreliability of their internet services, the business has 
refrained from becoming overly reliant on the internet. Indeed, the farm has remained wholly 
independent of the internet and the business in total can operate without it.  

Improved quality and reliability of internet services would have a huge impact on the business. Line 
drop outs and changes in the strength of the signal, and consequently download speeds, are a constant 
challenge. Recently the business was left without a broadband connection for a whole week. These 
drop outs do not just have an impact on the operational efficiency of the business, but also impacts on 
its retail arm. Drop outs in services affect the onsite shop’s eftpos facilities, which customers expect to 
be able to use. 

 

Although the business is eager to use new technologies and engage online, they remain reluctant to use 
the internet within their production operations. This dichotomy highlights the unrealised gains of many 
rural businesses using broadband. Although many see the applicability of new technologies, service 
level remains a barrier to further productivity gains and growth. 
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Future Opportunities 
Bridestowe Estate is excited about future online possibilities. Online sales allow them to connect with 
a much broader range of customers, including globally. There are also challenges involved with this.  

The website is in its infancy, and as such there remain operational problems that need to be ironed out. 
For example, the business is eager to provide versions of the text in Japanese as well as Mandarin to 
cater to their north Asian customers. The business also recognises the risks associated with online 
engagement. The experience of their last website, which eventually became defunct, illustrated the 
importance of regular maintenance. Although website maintenance is time consuming, the business 
believes this is an important investment to maintain their online profile. 

Currently, Bridestowe’s engagement with social media remains experimental. However, the business 
sees the potential that these networks can provide the business, especially when integrated with an 
online sales strategy.  
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Houston’s Farm 
“We’ve had some negative experiences, which has made us cautious. But the business 
sees a lot of potential productivity benefits from integrating more technology online.” 

 – David Nelan, CFO, Houston’s Farm 

 

For this highly successful, vertically integrated fresh salad business, it is the as yet unrealised gains 
from broadband that are most important. 

Online connectivity is vital for Houston’s Farm to exceed the expectations of their principal customers. 
By enabling quick and easy communication with the major retail chains, broadband enables the 
business to be flexible and responsive to the retailer’s needs. 

Houston’s Farm recognises the further productivity gains that the business could achieve using 
broadband enabled IT services. However, their capacity is limited by the quality of services in their 
area. Previous negative experiences have also made them wary of large scale IT investments. The 
challenge for businesses such as Houston is to discover mechanisms to overcome these barriers such 
that these potential efficiencies can be realised. 

Industry Context 
164 543 tonnes of lettuce was grown in Australia in 2008-09. In 2007-08, the industry produced 169 
707 tonnes valued at $168 million.50 Most lettuce farming occurs in Victoria and Queensland.51

There is growing consumer demand for fresh salad mixes from time-poor consumers who want to 
increase vegetable consumption. Like the fresh market segment of the industry, this is an area that is 
relatively protected from imports, unlike traditional processed vegetables. This means the market is 

  

                                                      
50 AUSVEG, ‘Volume of Vegetable Production’, 
http://ausveg.businesscatalyst.com/statistics/VolumeofVegetableProduction.pdf (accessed 1 November, 2010). 
51 AUSVEG, ‘Vegetable Spotlight – Lettuce, 2009’, http://ausveg.com.au/statistics/12_10_2009_VegetableSpotlight-
Lettuce.pdf (accessed 1 November, 2010), 1, 4. 
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dominated by local producers.52 This strong customer demand is driving higher prices.53

From the perspective of producers like Houston’s Farm, the cut salad market is one where there are 
increasing costs and a fixed price set by the supermarkets. Therefore, the industry has small margins to 
operate within. From the perspective of a Tasmanian grower, the costs are higher than mainland 
competitors due to the additional costs of transportation. This pressure on costs means that large 
capital investments have to have a strong return to be a viable prospect for businesses.  

 However, 
these are not necessarily being realised by growers and processors. 

About the Business 
Houston’s Farm is a vertically integrated business which produces 2 million kilograms of lettuce and 
herb mix salads every year. The business grows, harvests and processes all their own produce. They 
have offices all over the country including one farm in Cambridge, two farms in Richmond 
(Tasmania), processing plants in both Cambridge and Brisbane, and a marketing office in Melbourne. 
The Cambridge processing plant is the business’ principal processing plant, processing 1 500 000 
kilograms every year of produce sourced from their Tasmanian farms. The Queensland processing 
plant produces 600 000 kilograms per year, using produce sourced from regional growers.  

Houston’s Farm services Tasmanian independent supermarkets together with major national 
supermarket chains, Coles and Woolworths. The business supplies mixed salads to over 1200 stores in 
all states except Western Australia. 

Integrating on farm production information with marketing and consumer demands is a key area for 
the business. It can take up to 29 weeks from seed to consumption point for all of Houston’s Farm’s 
products. Consequently, accurately predicting tastes and changes in consumer behaviour and 
responding to these effectively from pre-production to marketing is vital to the business’ success.  

Broadband: Improving Business Productivity 
A competitive market and tight margins will have the tendency to decrease the willingness of 
businesses in this sector to undertake investments where the returns are uncertain. Although Houston’s 
Farm spent $18 million on infrastructure in the last six years, only a small proportion of this was on IT 
and the businesses management remain unconvinced of the returns available within current 
infrastructure. 

Regardless of the capital intensity of Houston’s IT infrastructure, internet connectivity is central to 
managing the business’ external relationships. The ease with which they can communicate with their 
clients via the internet means that Houston’s Farm can be highly responsive to the retailer’s changing 
needs, something that is essential to maintaining the relationship and position as a preferred supplier 
over time. 

Houston’s Farm is heavily reliant on constant contact and relationships with their customers. The large 
supermarket chains have very high expectations about the services and products that Houston delivers. 
For example, it is not uncommon for the major retailers to change their orders a number of times per 
day. Despite this volatility, the retailers also expect 98.5% service level. For Houston’s Farms to meet 
these expectations, maintaining connectivity seven days a week is vital. Over time these relationships 
are being integrated with online systems as customers change the way they do business. 

Broadband related technology is also vital for communications between Houston’s different 
operations, some of which are located on the mainland. All parts of the business are linked by various 
forms of communication devices. This means the business can link simple, but important 
administrative parts of the business. For example, all the printers are linked between offices and 
transferring data has been simplified. 
                                                      
52 Sallmann, ‘Vegetable Growing in Australia 2010’, 5, 15. 
53 Ibid., 15. 
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At the processing facility in Brisbane and the offices in Melbourne, the company uses ADSL2+ 
broadband. Between their Tasmanian operations they use a mixture of radio link wireless and fibre 
broadband. Previously the connection between their administration office and their processing facility 
at Cambridge was radio wireless. Houston’s Farm has recently updated to fibre optic, which they find 
is much more reliable.  

Internet connectivity has also enabled Houston’s Farm to use VoIP (Voice over Internet Protocol) 
phones to connect their facilities across the three states. They use GSM diallers to connect calls into 
the office to their mobiles. However, in their experience, VoIP phones can sometimes be unreliable. 
Because of these drop outs and the fact that not all their sites have the infrastructure to support VoIP 
phones, the business remains highly reliant on mobile phone technology. 

Current Challenges 
Services are not ideal for Houston’s Farm and this is limiting exploitation of technology. The cost of 
dedicated broadband connections for farming operations is often prohibitive and they do not have this 
service connecting all their sites.  

The trade off the business is forced to make between cost and quality of the service is complex, as it is 
necessary to judge uncertain upsides with the certainty of increased costs. Houston’s Farm places high 
value on consistency in IT performance, as the value for the business lies in being able to replace less 
efficient processes. There is a sense within the business that they have invested significant amounts on 
IT with poor returns. This has made the business more risk averse when making decisions about future 
investments.  

Houston’s Farm recently experimented with video conferencing via Skype. The company sees great 
potential in this technology given the diverse locations of their operating sites. However, the quality 
was unacceptable with issues to do with line drop outs, speed and latency.  

The availability of technical expertise is also a limiting factor for the business and limits their potential 
productivity gains around broadband. Establishing internal awareness, implementation of services and 
finding solutions to problems is a time consuming and information intensive occupation. Currently, 
Houston’s Farm has limited internal IT support and chooses to rely on external services for trouble 
shooting.  

Future Opportunities 
At this point in time, the business is under-utilising IT when compared to wider technology adoption 
in the business. This is something they are aware of and are actively looking to change over time as 
resources and service changes allow. 

Looking forward, Houston’s Farm’s focus is on improving their decision making processes. This is an 
area where broadband can greatly increase the timeliness and accuracy of their information. Ideally 
this will involve increased automation of their data collection system and electronic traceability on all 
of their products.  

The potential productivity benefits to the business are substantial. Automation would save labour 
which can then be used in expanding or improving other areas of the business. More easily accessible 
information would also assist risk management which is vital to the long term sustainability of the 
farm. 

Currently many farming records are paper based. Houston’s Farm is aware of software packages that 
would enable them to further automate their information and analytical systems and is considering 
these investments. In the interim, Houston’s Farm has established an in house data base for their farm 
production records.  

By bringing more information online, Houston’s could more easily conduct searches of the 
information, monitor production block performance and refine pack house management. This would 
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assist them to manage important risks in the business including decreasing the risk of disease and 
mitigating against poor crop rotation. For food safety purposes, it is also vital that they can trace the 
source of their products effectively and accurately.  

Houston’s Farm believes that there are potentially large productivity benefits in these areas but they 
need to get the processes of change right while consolidating an operation that has experienced 
significant growth. The ability to secure access to both reliable and cost effective broadband services 
in regional and rural areas also remains a fundamental challenge. 
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Premium Fresh 
“IT and broadband is not what our business is about, we grow carrots and onions. 

But we know that without strong IT, our business shuts down.”  

– Rick Ertler, Director, Premium Fresh 

 

Premium Fresh is taking advantage of their access to high quality broadband to tap into a range of 
services that would not otherwise be easily available for the business. This means that the business can 
access services either at lower cost or that are better value for the business, enhancing their 
competitiveness over time.  

The Premium Fresh case study also illustrates how broadband can decrease the tyranny of distance for 
rural businesses by reducing their reliance on the limited specialist services that  are locally available. 

Premium Fresh is a complex business with many growers and large clients. Broadband enables these 
internal processes to be managed efficiently. This supports the current business structure and allows 
the business to grow by lowering the cost of interaction within the business and collating information 
efficiently. 

Industry Context 
The vegetable industry is a $3.5billion industry.54 In 2008-09, Australia produced 263 527 tonnes of 
carrots and 283 819 tonnes of onions. Making these the two largest vegetable crops behind potatoes 
and tomatoes.55 In 2008, the value of carrot production was $188.4 million. Carrots are predominantly 
grown in Western Australia and Tasmania, with Tasmania producing the highest yields. It is estimated 
that Australians consume around 10 kilograms of carrots every year.56

There is a significant trend within the industry to bypass wholesalers and sell directly to retailers. 
Large retailers (supermarkets and grocery stores) now account for up to 65% of fresh vegetable sales. 
This has made retailers increasingly important members of the supply chain. It has reduced to some 
extent the commoditisation of the carrot and onion business that was prevalent under the wholesale 

 

                                                      
54 Ibid., 4. 
55 AUSVEG, ‘Volume of Vegetable Production’. 
56 AUSVEG, ‘Vegetable Spotlight – Carrots, 2010’, 
http://ausveg.businesscatalyst.com/statistics/Carrot%20Commodity%20Report%20June%202010.pdf (accessed 1 
November, 2010), 3-4. 
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market dominated system to one where relationships and consistent product quality over time have 
greater importance.57

From the perspective of Premium Fresh, this is one of the most important changes in the vegetable 
industry. The preference of major retailers to rely on a smaller number of business to coordinate or 
meet demand is the key factor driving this trend alongside economies of scale for businesses 
themselves.             

  

As a result, the trend in the industry has been towards enterprise consolidation and alliances. The most 
successful enterprises have morphed from family farms into large commercial operations.58

About the Business 

 

Premium Fresh has been successful in this changing industry environment. It packs and sells 
vegetables to major Australian retail chains including over 40 000 tonnes of carrots, onions, shallots, 
broccoli and swedes every year. Recently, the business has also expanded into higher value products. 

Premium Fresh has increased their infrastructure over the last 4 to 5 years. Their storage facilities have 
been expanded and they have increased the number of staff they employ. This means that they have 
greater capacity to respond to requests by the supermarkets to increase supply at short notice. For 
example, in response to the recent Queensland floods, Premium Fresh increased their supply of onions 
by over two and a half times in just 1 week. 

Premium Fresh contracts over 70 local landholders to grow their produce under managed conditions. 
Premium Fresh is responsible for preparing the land and sowing the seeds. The land owners are then 
guided by one of the business’ agronomists until Premium Fresh harvests and packs the produce. 
Premium Fresh employs over 140 people to manage these processes and provides the basis for these 
landholders to remain engaged in the vegetable supply chain to major retailers. 

The business is mostly domestic in its market focus, suppling the major retail oulets on the east coast, 
as well as wholesale markets in Brisbane, Sydney, Melbourne and Adelaide. They also engage in 
exports, with Belgium, UK, France and Japan being their major markets.  

Broadband: Improving Business Productivity 
Premium Fresh connects to the internet using relatively high speed ADSL2+. Faster internet 
connectivity has increased the availability of a wider variety of services for Premium Fresh. For the 
business, this has meant that the best value services can be more easily acquired and integrated into the 
business.  

Premium Fresh’s service providers are increasingly geographically dispersed with integration and 
communication facilitated by broadband. They work closely with a consulting company based in the 
UK and their accountant is based in Ballarat. Broadband connectivity means that there is little 
difference in the ease of accessing these services than if they were based in Devonport or Launceston 
with regular face-to-face engagement occurring at scheduled times.  

Broadband has also opened up people development opportunities that were previously beyond reach 
for the regional business. For example, one of the business’ Directors has been undertaking an online 
leadership course. The businesses high speed broadband connection means that it is possible to interact 
with course material in real time.  

Integration is also growing within the business’ production system. Premium Fresh’s success is in part 
based on its business model including over 70 contracted growers. It is vital to the business that this 
model runs efficiently. Broadband connectivity lowers the costs of managing the business’ 
                                                      
57 Sallmann, ‘Vegetable Growing in Australia 2010’, 4. 
58 Ibid., 4. 
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relationships with both its growers and clients. By enhancing the internal efficiency of the business, 
broadband and associated technology enables the business to continue to grow without large increases 
in labour costs. 

The production database is Premium Fresh’s most important information technology. Until 5 years 
ago, the system was all paper based. The information that is collated in the data base is vital to the 
business because it denotes how much to pay each grower. All crops are packed on the basis of 
individual growers. Premium Fresh labels all pallets and crates and transfers the information about the 
pallet into the data base where it can be used more widely within the business to manage finance and 
monitor supply.  

Once crates leave the Premium Fresh processing facility, the management of all crate transactions with 
Coles and CHEP are conducted online and in real time. This is very valuable for Premium Fresh. One 
really tangible efficiency benefit has flowed form more accurate information on crate leasing. With the 
on-line system it is now always clear when the lease of the crates changes hands. Consequently, 
Premium Fresh do not end up paying for crates that they are no longer using and are not responsible 
for as they did prior to system online integration. 

Current Challenges 
The challenge for Premium Fresh is managing the vast amounts of information and services that are 
available online. It is time consuming to match their needs with available technology. Therefore, they 
do not directly seek out new information and technology despite the benefits experienced from the 
technology to date. Director, Rick Ertler, acknowledges that this is a risk for the business, as it means 
that they may miss technological advances that may improve the productivity of the business and help 
to maintain business competitiveness.  

For example, the accounting package which Premium Fresh uses is old and incompatible with other 
parts of the data system. This lack of integration means that the business is forced to inefficiently 
replicate some processes. However, the costs of changing packages as well as discovering which 
package to change to are also high. Often Premium Fresh adopts new technology on an ad hoc basis. 
That is, they adapt to new technology as the people they interact with change their systems, or based 
on information presented by service providers like Telstra.  

There are always trade-offs. Currently the timesheets of employees working offsite are paper based. It 
would be possible to implement electronic timesheets on the farms similar to the system in place at the 
central processing facility. However, Premium Fresh feels that the efficiency gains of implementing 
such a system would have to be weighed against other considerations. Most on-line solutions would 
involve GPS tracking of employees activities to ensure the data is rigorous which Premium Fresh are 
reluctant to implement. The current system implicitly indicates to employees and contractors that 
management trusts their honesty around their working hours as reported in the written timesheets. 
These are important values for Premium Fresh to uphold and the business will delay technology 
change for the near future until the conflict can be adequately resolved. This example illustrates the 
practical and tangible challenges that businesses face in making technology transitions and the 
complex decision making involved. 
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Future Opportunities 
In the future, Premium Fresh aims to have more data processed in real time and integrated more 
effectively into tracking and decision making systems. An automated bar coding system would be 
particularly useful. However, there are technological issues that need to be resolved. Barcodes do not 
work well on plastic bags, which some of their products are sold in. More sophisticated devices like 
RFIDs are too expensive to be cost effective at this point in time although this may change in the 
future. 

There are other automation and integration opportunities. Premium Fresh gathers data and checklists 
on all areas of production at a farm level. This system is complex as many of the requirements change 
with each crop. Currently, this information is entered manually into a centralised database. In the 
future, Premium Fresh would like to make this crop management electronic and accessible on 
handheld devices. They are currently looking into software which would enable this to occur. Premium 
Fresh estimates that having a more automated system would save staff time and create other benefits. 
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TasmaNet 
“We tailor our services to our customers needs and make sure that they are finding 
all possible efficiencies from using wireless broadband. All of our clients have had 

huge savings as a result.”  

– Joel Harris, Managing Director, TasmaNet 

 

TasmaNet is a small wholesale wireless service provider that works with large Tasmanian businesses 
to provide tailored internet solutions. 

The business has directly witnessed the benefits that faster internet and more reliable services have for 
their customers. However, they also very aware of the limitations businesses face in realising the full 
benefits of this technology due to the gaps in people’s knowledge about IT.  

From their perspective, people often see the cost of the service, which is easily quantifiable. In 
contrast, the benefits are often less tangible and diverse. This makes quantifying the benefits very 
complex. 

TasmaNet also sees wider social benefits flowing from uptake of internet by some of its customers as 
the installation of specialised infrastructure means better services for people who live close to 
customer operations that are serviced by TasmaNet systems. 

Industry Context 
In Tasmania there are five internet service providers (ISPs) that are completely locally owned. Capital 
investment is a significant part of business success in this industry. It is especially important in the 
current environment as ISPs need to make capital investments in order to take advantage of the NBN 
rollout by providing supporting technology. However, access to capital is a big challenge for all 
providers.   

The roll out of the NBN, will in time, have a substantial impact on this industry. Managing perceptions 
around the NBN is going to be very challenging for governments and businesses and the integration of 
the new network into other networks and business systems will be complex. Tasmania is the first state 
to begin grappling with these issues and there is still a lot of customer uncertainty about what the NBN 
will mean in the longer term for individual businesses that will only be resolved as implementation 
progresses. The challenge for wholesale service providers like TasmaNet will be adapting to and 
integrating with the new network. 

About the Business 
TasmaNet has been operating for six years and began with a group of local wireless communication 
enthusiasts being approach by a local business to provide a commercial solution.  

Initially the business sold point to point links. This has now evolved to managed data services. To 
service their customers, TasmaNet provides wireless services using a fibre backbone network. They 
own all their own infrastructure and their network and they see great potential to continue to expand 
the business by bringing new businesses and regions online.  
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TasmaNet focuses primarily on providing services to medium and large businesses. The backbone of 
their client base are businesses that turnover $200 to $300 million per year including innovative agri-
businesses. These businesses require dedicated network facilities to operate effectively across 
dispersed geographic areas. TasmaNet also provide a small residential program as part of a policy of 
supporting rural communities in the areas they build commercial networks.  

TasmaNet principally operates in regional areas in southern Tasmania. This is their speciality and the 
business does not plan to compete for urban markets which are already well served. They are currently 
in the design phase of establishing their network around Scottsdale (one of the three smart towns for 
the NBN) to begin the process of integrating their business model with the NBN. 

Broadband: Improving Business Productivity 
As a service provider, TasmaNet works closely with rural businesses to integrate broadband services 
with their clients’ operations and identify areas for innovation. There have been two principal benefits 
that TasmaNet Managing Director, Joel Harris, has observed internet services have had for clients. 

The first relates to the benefits of real time information. For one key client, live reporting on project 
sites and live stock reporting has been crucial to internal efficiency. As a city based business with 
diverse regional projects, management need to keep in touch with issues and information across many 
sites. Previously, all their processing was paper based. Wireless access has cut processing time for this 
paper based information from four days to about four hours. The impact it has had on the business has 
been huge as it means that their projects are more likely to be ahead of schedule and under budget. For 
example, there have been significant benefits to their decision making capability through the combined 
use of telemetry and wireless to provide real time monitoring of the business’ vehicle movements and 
fuel consumption. This has enabled the business to monitor and reconcile all fuel use within the 
company online. Consequently it is significantly easier to identify any anomalies in the consumption 
of this significant input. 

Other major clients have seen different changes that have wider benefits for regional communities. 
One company had found it necessary to gradually move marketing and sales functions to Melbourne 
and Sydney to ensure it remained competitively engaged with its customers. The installation of higher 
quality services in regional locations enables this business to begin to reverse this trend and employ 
people locally. This is because reliable internet facilitated communications supported by regular travel 
provide the basis for a similar level of relationship to be maintained from a regional area as would be 
maintained in the city. 

Other benefits that have been experienced by TasmaNet clients include both monetary and time 
savings. For example, one client has been able to install VoIP and video conferencing. This has 
enabled the company to reduce travel costs within the business. 

Current Challenges 
The challenge for TasmaNet is encouraging businesses to see the potential that broadband offers their 
business. Fundamentally, for businesses to invest in broadband and benefit from the potential 
efficiencies that have been identified, they must recognise ICT as an asset that can be readily 
developed as a source of productivity and competitiveness. Facilitating this transition is a challenge 
that underpins sales for TasmaNet. It is also a challenge for organisations who are interested in 
developing the productivity of rural businesses. The TasmaNet experience provides some important 
insights into how this transition occurs for innovative rural businesses. 

 
External stimulation and information provision.  
TasmaNet actively engages with businesses to communicate the simple benefits good internet services 
can provide. Getting businesses to recognise the costs that are already built into their business models 
that would become unnecessary with improved internet access is crucial to business owners and 
managers making the transition to recognise value in better ICT.  
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Identifying the potential for ICT related productivity gains in their business’ specific context. 
In Joel Harris’ experience, most of TasmaNet’s new clients have already developed ideas about how 
ICT could improve the productivity of their business but are struggling to achieve implementation. 
Many businesses often settle for second best, not having the technical expertise to know how to 
modify or develop their ideas into solid investment scenarios that will yield good returns.  

Engaging or developing the expertise to adapt technologies and make them work.  
TasmaNet has found that many businesses ideas, with minor changes, are easily implementable once 
their client has received appropriate technical advice. It is often smaller projects that are easily 
implementable or extendable where businesses make the biggest gains. For example, one of 
TasmaNet’s clients has already achieved considerable gains from broadband connectivity between 
their regionally located head office and other regional centres. It was relatively simple to extend these 
gains when this system was extended to their remote farming sites. 

Service availability  
Even once companies have made the decision to invest in ICT, practical service barriers often remain 
which prevent all productivity gains being realised. A new TasmaNet client is a $7-10 million not for 
profit company with seven sites across Tasmania. The company had previously made the decision to 
invest significantly in ICT. However, these investments were not being completely utilised in regional 
areas until TasmaNet was able to provide reliable wireless connectivity between the different sites. 
This has enabled the company to utilise video conferencing, decreasing the costs of travel to the 
business. In the future, it will also enable them to employ more staff locally and increase investment in 
the local communities. 

Future Opportunities 
For the businesses that TasmaNet deals with, access and reliability of services are the primary limits to 
future opportunities. Providing reliable connections, even at low speeds enables most businesses to 
implement their initial ICT goals. Providing these sorts of connections can have a huge impact on the 
productivity and efficiency of businesses. 

TasmaNet sees strong opportunities for future growth as more regional businesses identify the benefits 
of better ICT services and innovations. Their current and future focus is on attracting new clients and 
expanding their customer base. As their customer base expands, this enables the business to increase 
their investment in regional services and expand their network. This provides the business 
opportunities to further enhance the quality and speed of their services and lower costs to regional 
businesses and communities. 

For TasmaNet’s clients, there are considerable future opportunities that reliable broadband connections 
offer their businesses. One company is on the brink of moving into online sales. Joel Harris expects 
that within a year the company will have expanded the way they interact online; moving from realising 
internal efficiencies to engaging with their customer base using online sales. This will mean that the 
company’s market is no longer restricted to Tasmanian customers. He predicts that this will enable 
them to realise a huge return on their initial IT investment. 
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Implications and Recommendations  
The case studies identify common challenges for businesses seeking to innovate using broadband 
related technologies and a convergence in needs across different businesses and industries. 

Discussions with the case study business demonstrate that a basic broadband service delivers 
significant benefits for rural businesses regardless of their industry or regional location. These 
efficiencies are predominately based on the utilisation of proven ICT systems that support enhanced 
administration and communication with business service providers, customers and networks. Beyond 
this, faster services provide the opportunity for on-going innovation and pushing of competitive 
boundaries by businesses who are comfortable with ICT technology investments and different 
risk/reward profiles. However, without certainty about the level of reliable service that can be expected 
by a business investment and competitiveness remains constrained. 

From a policy perspective the key challenge is to provide a level of certainty for businesses operating 
in rural areas about the type and quantity of service that can be expected to be made available in their 
region in the short and medium term. The case studies did not examine the questions about which 
service technologies are best placed to meet regional needs.  

From a research perspective, the case studies and background analysis identify areas for further 
investment and inquiry with the potential for significant returns. These include: 

• minimising the transaction costs and knowledge barriers involved for business owners in 
understanding technology options and how these relate to their business situation  

• stimulating the development of the local commercial innovation system which is driven by 
engagement by local ICT service providers with rural businesses  

• quantification of productivity gains from commonly utilised ICT innovations to better estimate 
the value of broadband connection to rural industry, and 

• ensuring information and applications to support management of issues where there is a 
significant public good component are integrated with broadband technology use.  

 

Accelerating Uptake by Reducing Information Barriers for Common Technology Choices 

Targeted research to minimise the transaction costs for business owners considering common ICT 
decisions is a significant research opportunity flowing from the case studies. Each business excluding 
Houn Aquaculture who invest in dedicated in-house ICT expertise, identified that they found it hard to 
identify opportunities and the particular technology that would be likely to be successful in their 
business context.  

There are common areas of identifiable need that suggest that a non-industry specific assessment of 
technology options and decision criteria could add significant value for business owners. The case 
studies suggest that information around the following systems would be useful in supporting good 
decision making by a broad group of rural business people: 

• smart phone applications 

• sensor and RFID technology 

• pay and accounting systems 
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• database and data analysis software, and 

• website design and management. 

Meeting this need may involve the development of independent ‘Choice magazine’ type analysis of 
common technology options. Ideally the research would identify the range of different technology 
choices, discuss the factors that business owners need to consider in choosing between them, provide 
suggested questions to ask private suppliers to ensure their offering is understood and include stories 
from people who have successfully used different systems. This research is suited to RIRDC’s role in 
rural R&D if focussed on the set of technologies that have broad applicability across rural businesses. 

 

Expanding the Innovation Frontier  

There is a constant need for innovation in ICT to adapt existing technology to needs in rural businesses 
and in some cases to develop dedicated technology and applications. The case study process identified 
that large innovative businesses in partnership with local and international firms are at the frontier of 
this process, actively innovating and investing in new technology solutions. Around this innovation, a 
small but innovative local service provider industry is developing. 

This is a challenging area for broader research investment as it moves quickly, is outside traditional 
skill sets of rural research and development and initial domestic demand for technologies may be low 
and driven by the needs of a small number of larger businesses who are willing to invest in solution 
development. Public and levy funded research in specific ICT technology needs to be careful of the 
level of demand that will exist for technology and the ability of the public/levy funded research system 
to operate effectively in what are highly competitive, internationalised commercial innovation systems. 

In this environment the best opportunity for innovation may involve research funding seeking to 
stimulate and develop the commercial innovation system rather than direct investment in particular 
technologies. Achieving this could involve engagement with the local private sector service businesses 
to support innovation and new product development that have broader application and productivity 
potential. Better connecting the broader Australian ICT industry with the needs of rural businesses 
through information exchange initiatives may also stimulate new innovations for agribusinesses.  

The case studies clearly show that the integration of sensor technologies with databases, internet 
connections and management systems are the area where the greatest level of innovation is now 
occurring. Some work on mapping the ICT service industry as it relates to agriculture could provide a 
stronger basis for identifying how to best stimulate and accelerate the development of the commercial 
sector that can drive new innovations in businesses. 

Beyond this, research investors should be cautious about investing heavily in specific new technology 
unless there is significant confidence of demand and identifiable barriers to the commercial innovation 
system undertaking the research and development. This is most likely to occur in public good issues 
which are discussed separately below. 

 
Detailed Investigation of Productivity Gains 

This research has provided qualitative insights into productivity gains from broadband and ICT use. 
Quantification and monitoring of patterns of innovation and productivity gains within rural businesses 
could provide firmer insights for policy and research investment. There is currently limited 
information available for rural industries despite this being an important area of innovation and 
productivity gains now and into the future. This need could be met by additional research at the 
business level or by examining the collection of information through existing survey’s by the 
Australian Bureau of Agricultural and Resource Economics or the Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
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Public Good Management Applications 

The final area of research interest is in examining how information to support management activities 
that have a significant public good component can be integrated into increasingly sophisticated farm 
management systems.  

This may be as simple as making information on issues available in technology friendly formats where 
there is demand from businesses for that information.  For example, linking existing natural resource 
management information systems to developing smartphone and location technologies that are 
experiencing significant demand from businesses. The need for and potential benefits from this kind of 
investment will need to be examined on an issue basis. 

More complex research may look at the development of sensor and other technology systems to better 
integrate monitoring of land and water management issues as well as production imperatives. The first 
step would be understanding how these management systems currently relate to each other (is there 
any integration of decision making systems already occurring) and the potential for additional 
innovation that is worthy of research investment. 
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This report examines the impact that broadband technology 
is having on the information and communications technology 
capabilities of regional industries. Changing capabilities are 
enhancing the productivity of rural businesses as internal 
efficiencies are realised, market access is increased and better 
relationships within the supply chain are possible.

This project provides a more detailed insight into the benefits 
of broadband enabled ICT for rural businesses. Consequently, 
this project will help to refine the opportunities for the 
Program to have impact in this area over the course of its 
investments.

The report shows that some of the key trends and challenges 
in rural industries align closely with the opportunities for 
innovation and productivity gain that IT and access to 

increasing quality of broadband services present for businesses. 
In particular, rural industry competitiveness regardless of 
industry or market focus is increasingly dependent on strong 
connection to markets and information, increasing labour 
productivity and managing businesses that are increasingly 
information intensive. The Rural Industries Research and 
Development Corporation (RIRDC) manages and funds 
priority research and translates results into practical outcomes 
for industry. 

Our business is about developing a more profitable, dynamic 
and sustainable rural sector.  Most of the information we 
produce can be downloaded for free or purchased from our 
website: www.rirdc.gov.au, or by phoning 1300 634 313 (local 
call charge applies).

Contact RIRDC:
Level 2

15 National Circuit
Barton ACT 2600

PO Box 4776
Kingston ACT 2604

Ph: 02 6271 4100
Fax: 02 6271 4199

Email: rirdc@rirdc.gov.au
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