Faith,hope and charity

Small businesses need to recognise that IT is an investment, writes Lia Timson.

T

he typical small business in Australia has a few workers with modest IT knowledge and a handful of computers. It also has a mountain of needs and little time or money with which to resolve them.

When Next approached the Hope for The Children Foundation ( a volunteer organisation providing early intervention support for distressed families with young children - for an unusual IT renovation project, its managers were elated. Shane Dobbin, who was executive director at the time, says the charity had mismatched IT components, mostly received as donations, and couldn't afford to finish any IT projects once started.

"It's a never-ending challenge," she says. "We do it on a shoestring."

Hope's head office, in Homebush, NSW, spends its entire IT budget ( $1000 a year ( on support and has nothing left for office automation that could result in greater productivity.

It has no file-sharing capability, no central record keeping, no written policies and a halfbuilt website. It sub-leases an ISDN line from its landlord but has no online contact with its branches, most of which only recently obtained a dial-up internet connection. It does what it can with the infrastructure available but ageing hardware and myriad software licences impede efficient communication.

Three groups participated in the IT renovation project: Binary Business, a small IT support firm; Forward Media, an independent enterprise consultancy; and four IT students from the University of Technology, Sydney.

The students were Daniel Lim, Nicholas McHardy and Truong Tran, from the Bachelor of Science in IT Innovations program; and Justin Yancey, from the Bachelor of Science in IT Professional Practice stream.

The challenge's aim was to uncover creative IT solutions available to micro and small businesses with little or no money to spend.

Each group received a written brief containing Hope's IT inventory and wish list. They were free to visit the organisation and expand on the brief.

Hope relies on one part-time and three full-time paid workers to co-ordinate a web of semi-independent volunteer networks in country and regional NSW, Victoria and South Australia. In total, it engages 230 volunteer counsellors who visit families in need. Its main focus is client service, followed by fund-raising$500,000 a year is necessary to run it nationally.


The foundation's IT infrastructure comprises five printers (four in working order); a Pentium III computer with 64 MB of RAM and Windows XP Pro, connected to the ISDN line and used as a server; five interconnected workstations ranging from a Celeron 433 to a Pentium II, most running Windows 98; one MYOB licence and several other software and hardware "spares".

Its wish list includes database management software for volunteer, donor and client records; fund-raising software; better file sharing and file security, and centralised data back-up.

Buried in the list are improved organisational efficiency and hopefully better direct contact with its branches. (Some counsellors still send paper reports that are then typed into the clients' records at head office.)

The result is some possibilities Hope didn't know existed.
Immediate needs

Despite the constraints, all groups made recommendations on how to spend the allocated annual $1000 in the next three years.

The IT students recommended $150 be spent on more RAM and a larger hard disk for the server to increase memory and processing speed.

Drawing on their experience in testing network switches, they also recommended replacing the existing eight-port hub with an eight-port switch to link all user machines.

"Our tests have shown that a network using a switch operates at over four times the speed of the same network using a hub," says Lim.

Existing Norton Anti-Virus software on all machines should be updated online at no cost and better utilised by the server to increase incoming and outgoing data security, while a script executed to connect the network drive to the server and the creation of user groups would allow XP Professional to provide adequate internal file security.

Lim says two unused CD writers and a Zip drive should be installed on the server to provide data back-up using inbuilt Windows XP functionality.

The students offered to conduct all the suggested work at no charge over their summer holidays.

All groups strongly recommended IT procedures and documentation be developed, whether by volunteer IT workers, students or staff, to maintain operational standards and facilitate planning and troubleshooting.

Read the preceding article from The Age and answer the following:

1. What is the name of the organisation who owns the information system presented in the article?

2. What appears to be the purpose of the information system described in the article?

3. What type of network is the information system based on?

4. As far as possible identify all the existing equipment, data, and people involved in the system.

5. As far as possible sketch a diagram of the existing network showing all equipment. On this diagram:

a. indicate the functions of each piece of equipment

b. show which people use which parts of the system, and indicate their role in the system (if possible)

c. indicate the data used and where (if possible)

6. What topology is the network based on?

7. Explain why/why not this is a good choice for the organisation

8. Redraw the network diagram to reflect the suggested changes.

9. Explain why this is a better choice.

10. Turn your information about the information system into a PPT presentation (Q1 – 9)
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