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Following the completion in 1990 of the process of privatizing Argentina's telecommunication services, it became clear that the need for strategic change in the management of human resources was one of the chasms that had opened up as a result of the transformations being introduced within the sector. As part of that strategic change, worker training became a matter of priority for all operators, from the large multinationals with a presence in multiple service markets to the hundreds of telephone cooperatives providing basic telephony in both villages and rural areas in the provinces. The processes of liberalization, reform and globalization and the increasing access of companies to technology have also served to bridge the traditional gaps between large and small, experienced and novice. A company's ability to win, innovate, be different and confidently move forward into the openly competitive environment of the twenty-first century now hinges on its human capital.


The training of telecommunication workers is to a large extent the variable which determines the quality of service provided to the customer, productivity and international competitiveness, these being factors which today have everything to do with access to sources of capital and new markets. The World Bank's 1995 report on world development referred to human capital and the relationship between investment in training and the corresponding increase in productivity [1]. No operator is therefore unaware of the fact that it must remain fully attentive to the ongoing, top-quality training of its staff, or of the likely consequences of any cutbacks, delays or improvisation in that regard. The situation is also quite clear to workers and their trade unions, concerned as they are with working conditions, solidarity and job protection.


Origins of the GTR-UNNE/FOEESITRA experiment


Generally speaking, responsibility for the ongoing occupational training that is required by companies and telecommunication sector workers has lain primarily with the former, but also by extension with the latter. Given the type of resources required, the design and preparation of a programme of courses with specific innovative content relating to modern telecommunications is not usually a task that can be addressed in the inherently limited context of a developing country. However, we shall be looking here at an unusual initiative undertaken in 1994 in the province of El Chaco (Argentina), through cooperation between a telecommunication trade union, namely the local branch of the Federation of Telecommunication Industry Workers, Employees and Specialists of the Argentine Republic (FOEESITRA), and a specialized university research team, the Rural Telecommunications Group of the National University of the North-East (GTR-UNNE). After almost five years of activity, and despite the many difficulties and obstacles encountered, the experiment has produced highly positive results.


Following the process of re-engineering that followed on the heels of privatization, telephone workers throughout the Argentine North-East were hungry for training. Many of the 47 000 workers employed by the state enterprise ENTel in 1989 were no longer there, and it was clear that, over and above the in-house courses and distance self-training programmes provided by the major operating companies, there were huge gaps in terms of timely access, interactivity, training ability and adequate geographic coverage. The trade union was aware that, among other things, workers in remote offices and the staff of hundreds of telephone cooperatives, telecentres and third-party service providers not directly linked to the parent companies were being bypassed by such training.


Furthermore, the era of the State administration of telecommunications and of ENTel had left behind it a situation in which the training activities typically provided for workers in the provinces were to a large extent characterized by improvisation, urgency, unrealistic expectations and extremely high travel costs to enable staff to attend courses in Buenos Aires and other distant locations, in the absence of any subsequent adjustment on the basis of the results achieved. What is more, despite the magnitude of the changes in the rules of business and in telecommunication technology, there had been a very poor response nationwide to the many requirements that had arisen in respect of on-site availability, training and methodological quality and relevance of the content required by the new telephone operators. In the words of Francesco Massari [3] of the STET Group (Societá Finanziaria Telefonica Spa, a corporate associate of the licensee Telecom Argentina), human resources were in 1994 truly the major obstacle to initiatives by telecommunication sector enterprises to internationalize their operations.


There was also clearly a difference in the level of priority accorded to training at that time by operating companies in developing countries by comparison with leading private operators. A 1995 study showed that on an average working day only 0.5 per cent of a typical South American company's total staff would be receiving training, this being the case in almost all parts of the country. The proportion recommended at that time by a leading international consultant was nine per cent, ideally with two-thirds of the total receiving their training within the country and the remainder elsewhere. By way of a comparison, of the 69 000 workers employed by the United States private operator Bell Atlantic, on an average day 8 200 (12 per cent) of them were receiving training, of which 5 500 in the United States and 2 700 abroad [2]. As for the low percentage of workers in training in the developing world, the tendency, hardly surprisingly, was for that percentage to diminish in the case of small and rural operators and those at a distance from training centres.


The general approach of training content and its distribution was for the most part segmented and specific, reflecting the traditionally watertight compartments of the major enterprises of old. Technical workers had no insight into corporate problems or the business of telecommunications, while staff working in management and sales were essentially cut off from the developments occurring in the areas of technology and new services. Where courses were provided by equipment suppliers, it was not uncommon for their effectiveness to be diminished by the extreme fragmentation and ephemeral nature of the content, despite the staff's interest and readiness to interpret it. For those who had to leave their posts on account of downsizing or outsourcing, or in order to take up new responsibilities in other operative areas, little use could be made of the knowledge whose acquisition had required such great effort. As GTR saw it, there was no integrated training platform for telecommunication workers, along the lines of Alvin Toffler's concept of the individual who is employable for life [4]. Such a platform, if created, would over time be able to host a range of activities within a technical and corporate approach designed to foster creativity and innovation.


In the Faculty of Engineering, GTR had in 1993 given extramural courses for technical employees of the company Telecom Argentina, and in 1994 it began offering a postgraduate course on rural and cellular system engineering for participants from the entire north-eastern region. The idea of developing an alternative form of modern occupational training for telecommunication workers that could be provided from trade union lecture rooms using the university's extramural programmes finally became a reality in 1995. For GTR, this made it possible to transfer without delay the knowledge generated through research and experience on topical issues in telecommunications throughout the world. The trade union, for its part, was responding to a deeply felt need on the part of its membership for free access to seminars on current topics, held within the region and characterized by the levels of excellence normally to be expected from professional university lecturers.


Between 1995 and 1997, the experiment took concrete form thanks to funding from the Secretariat for Extramural University Studies (the "University in the Environment" programme). Thus it was that the Extramural Seminars on the New Telecommunications (I and II) came into being. As from 1997, the initiative no longer received financial support from UNNE; however, in view of the keen enthusiasm of the workers and the positive results of the training provided, GTR and FOEESITRA decided to continue with the training project under other arrangements which remain in force to this day "extramural thematic seminars". Owing to the lack of resources, the thematic seminars are separated by longer intervals, taking place when the small contributions received are sufficient to cover the necessary expenditure on training materials, other inputs and travel to the various area headquarters. The extramural lecturers receive only their regular salary from the university; trainees are not required to pay anything, nor have cash contributions been requested or received from their employers.


Extramural seminars in the context of the activities of GTR-UNNE


For GTR-UNNE, this extramural experiment implied a major effort involving the application of human and material resources in a field that differed considerably from its main function. The very small working group of three engineers, concerned essentially with applied research in engineering and associated disciplines, did not have at its disposal the necessary infrastructure facilities for a long-term occupational training project. The programme became a reality thanks to the indispensable support of the beneficiary entity (FOEESITRA, El Chaco) and to the generous collaboration of outside companies and equipment suppliers in acquiring the multimedia training materials, technical documents and up-to-date reference works.


Many difficulties had to be overcome in order to implement the project, mainly in the form of material and financial shortages, but also in the form of the additional effort that is bound to be required when it comes to preparing content anywhere outside the city of Buenos Aires. The preparatory activities included searching for, compiling, selecting and translating thousands of documents over a period of several months. Following the setting up of lecture rooms at the union's headquarters in Resistencia and Saenz Peña, a series of meetings was held to determine the required content and organize its methodological layout. Then, finally, GTR set about its most difficult task, namely the preparation of multimedia content with unpublished training material - a task which has since continued with frequent updating of the material in order to remain fully abreast of the issues dealt with, these being issues which on the whole receive little exposure in the country's educational establishments.
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Organization


The extramural seminars were organized in modules dealing with technical matters, as well as with corporate and humanistic issues. The participants prepared individual and group reports in the workshops held after the completion of each module, for the purpose of evaluating the level of assimilation and development of the various subjects addressed. In addition to GTR's own research lecturers, various Argentine and foreign officials and experts provided generous support to GTR by participating as honorary invited extramural lecturers.


The 1995-1996 seminar comprised ten modules totalling 60 hours of training, given in the cities of Resistencia (capital of the province of El Chaco), as well as in cities in the interior of the province such as Saenz Peña and Villa Angela. The 1996-1997 seminar also comprised ten modules, each of four hours' duration, totalling 40 hours of training. Of these modules, 70 per cent were given in Resistencia and the remainder in towns in the interior. Participant numbers averaged some 20 workers per module, although the number of registered participants reached 160 during the course of the cycle.


The thematic seminars began in 1998. Each lasts two days and comprises some 12 hours of training. In view of the increasing difficulty of persuading companies to allow their employees to attend classes in normal working hours, many modules have been held during non-working days or hours, thanks to the understanding of the university and the various invited specialists.


Participant profiles and subjects addressed


The varied educational backgrounds of the participants is reflected in the statistics on basic education received that are presented in Figures 1 and 2. In the case of the 1995-1996 seminar, we see the predominance of participants having completed their secondary (36 per cent) and higher (16 per cent) education. To a lesser extent, we see workers having completed only the primary level (12 per cent), with a similar number (12.8 per cent) having started but not completed their secondary education. The proportion of workers having completed (2.4 per cent) or started but not completed (1.6 per cent) university studies and of current university students (4.8 per cent) �shows that there is still a minority at these levels. However, it should also be noted that the senior and middle management and technical responsibilities associated with these levels of qualification in many cases restricted the ability of those concerned to �attend the training. Also to be taken into account is the fact that FOEESITRA rotated participants among the various modules so as to ensure that different groups of employees could attend each of them.
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Fig 2 : Level of prior basic education of participants �attending the second extramural seminar
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In the case of the 1996-1997 seminar, the participant survey was completed by 160 people, most of them from Telecom Argentina, although the participants also included workers and managers from the four telephone cooperatives in the province of El Chaco (San Bernardo, Villa Berthet, Santa Sylvina and Coronel Du Graty), as well as employees of telecentres and third-party service providers. There was a predominance of participants having completed their secondary (47 per cent) and higher (13 per cent) education, with lower figures for those having completed their primary education (10 per cent) or having started but not completed their secondary education (10 per cent).


The proportion of workers having completed university studies (8 per cent) and that of current university students (10 per cent) was indicative of a substantial increase in the level of education of participants by comparison with the situation in 1995-1996. With respect to the thematic seminars initiated in 1997, there was a slight drop in the average number of participants owing to greater subject specialization; however, the educational profile remained similar.


Both technical and business-oriented content was provided, as can be seen from Tables 1 and 2. In the follow-up workshops, the participants demonstrated their full assimilation of the content and a high degree of personal and group initiative, with strong motivation for the application of subjects such as total quality, Kaizen and strategic benchmarking in the business-oriented modules. Participant surveys were used to identify the subjects of greatest interest for subsequent seminars. On the basis of the feedback and experience reported, GTR is currently engaged in the development of new content in line with the most recent trends in the industry worldwide.


Conclusion


Many lessons have been learned in the course of this modest initiative, jointly implemented by the El Chaco branch of FOEESITRA and GTR-UNNE, particularly for those of us who set out with the intention of transmitting knowledge to the unionized workers of northern Argentina. Although universities have the necessary means to create knowledge (research) and transmit it (teaching) and are able to carry the pedagogic concept beyond the immediate requirements of companies, the language of occupational training is altogether different and is probably not everybody's preferred line of work. Workers need to learn while their company goes about its daily business and while being dependent on and thoroughly absorbed in the duties pertaining to their post. They may be tired, demotivated or unfamiliar with the subject matter, and will more often than not - and this applies equally to professionals and managers - no longer be accustomed to applied study and the levels of concentration that are required in a university environment. Trainers must therefore know how to take account of the extra effort involved and act accordingly from the outset. They must be prepared to take account of the specific requirements of the company, while at the same time exercising patience in the effort to secure lasting results for the individual, starting with the satisfaction of learning.


In the case of the experiment carried out with FOEESITRA, clearly much remains to be done before we too at GTR can consider ourselves satisfied; but every day we continue to plough our efforts and sincerity into producing better training for the workers, even though our main task lies in another domain, namely that of research. When we first set ourselves the task of implementing the project in 1994, we could not imagine how difficult many aspects of it would be, but we were firm in our resolve that the operating companies and the trade union should allow us to handle it ourselves, since we knew that we could do the job conscientiously. Using the means at our disposal, we worked to provide an excellent level of training to telecommunication workers and were constantly innovating in terms of the training methods, content and tools.


Such needs exist in abundance throughout the world, and are particularly keen in developing countries. For this reason, we are also looking to resources that will enable us to provide our content in multimedia form and in various languages, so that we can put the efforts made and experience accumulated to broader use by providing training to workers in other countries. We are also compiling material that will enable us to provide courses for trainers and the managers of training units, in the certainty that we will in this way be able to assist trade unions, established companies and companies seeking to enter the competitive markets of the Americas and other regions. In all of our activities, international cooperation and solidarity have been bastions of support for our joint work with FOEESITRA. We therefore extend our sincere gratitude to the companies, the international bodies and to all those who, in one way or another, have helped us in our task *.


�
*


table 1


Some of the subjects covered in the first regional seminar �"The new telecommunications" (1996)





Module�
Thematic contents of the training modules�
�
0�
–	Development of human resources in the current world context of service enterprises


–	Impact of communication liberalization processes on training policies


–	Total quality and human resources management�
�
1�
–	Digital communication systems


–	Signal sampling, quantification and codification processes


–	Digital transmission I


–	Digital exchanges and digital switching systems I


–	Integrated services digital network (ISDN) I


–	Flexible company and competitive organization I


–	Group discussion workshops�
�
2�
–	Digital transmission II


–	Digital exchanges and digital switching systems II


–	Concentrators, multiplexers and remote switching units


–	Introduction to SDH and ATM


–	Flexible company and competitive organization II


–	Stages in the transformation of a company in the context of competition


–	Benchmarking I


–	The benchmarking process - types and examples of application


–	Group discussion workshops�
�
3�
–	Mobile and cellular systems I


–	Integrated services digital network (ISDN) II


–	Customer care and service I


–	Benchmarking II


–	Group discussion workshops�
�
4�
–	Mobile and cellular systems II


–	Personal communication systems (PCS)


–	Customer care and service II


–	Business process re-engineering I - examples of application


–	The main challenge in human resources management


–	Group discussion workshops�
�
5�
–	Total quality: evolution, methods and criteria for application


–	Just in time


–	National quality award


–	ISO 9000 standards


–	Group discussion workshops�
�
�



6�
–	Synchronous and asynchronous digital transmission: SDH-SONET-ATM


–	Common channel signalling system No. 7


–	Intelligent networks (IN) - intelligent network services: 0-800, 0-600, 0-939, etc.


–	Business process re-engineering II


–	Kaizen I


–	Group discussion workshops�
�
7�
–	Optical systems


–	Optical fibre and submarine optical cable networks


–	Normal and low orbit satellite systems (GEOS/LEOS) I�
�
8�
–	Normal and low orbit satellite systems (GEOS/LEOS) II


–	Rural systems I


–	Strategic planning of rural networks


–	Flexible company and competitive organization III


–	Kaizen II


–	Rural community telecentres I


–	Group discussion workshops�
�
9�
–	Rural systems II


–	Virtual networks and data networks


–	Information highways (GII)


–	Benchmarking III


–	Rural community telecentres II


–	Group discussion workshops�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
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