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Hello, members 
 

I have been curious to know how far my electric bike battery would 
take me on one charge, so one morning recently, I decided to ride 
towards Whakatane from Ngongotaha to see how far I could get.  
 

Thinking back afterwards, I realise what a huge part technology 
played in the whole exercise. The electric bike itself with its lithium 
battery would have been unthinkable 50 years ago. On the night 
before, I checked an online weather forecast and consulted Google 
Maps to check the route and to locate potential coffee stops. Before I 
set out, I switched on my phone Strava app. I had a few stops to take 
photos with my phone, knowing it would record the exact location of 
each photo. Back at home, Anna could check my progress on her 
phone using our Life360 tracking app, and decide when to set out in 
the car to follow me. She caught me up just short of the Rotoma café, 
where we stopped for a coffee and a well-earned cake, paid for 
online. 
 

At the top of the Rotoma hill, my battery was still showing over 50% 
charge, so I told Anna to go on to Awatere. After the long coast down 
the hill, I struck a headwind on the flats, and the remaining battery 
charge quickly disappeared. I came to a stop between Te Teko and 
Awatere, 75 km from home. I was able to phone Anna to come back 
and rescue me. 
 

Back home, I logged onto Strava, which told me I had ridden 75.51 km 
in 2h 42 m 57s at an average speed of 27.8 km/h. I was able to export 
the Strava map to Google Earth Pro to show my ride on satellite 
imagery.  
 

All in all, an interesting demonstration of how technology has 
changed our lives. 
 

Regards 
Keith Garratt 
Chair 
 

mailto:editor@rotoruaseniornet.gen.nz
http://www.rotoruasenior.net/
http://www.rotoruasenior.net/


2 

 

 

 
Next members’ forum 

Monday 14 November 2022 
2 pm 

 

Our monthly members’ forums are at Parksyde Centre, Tarewa Place, on the 
second Monday of each month at 2 pm, with interesting talks followed by 
afternoon tea. Visitors are welcome. 
 
This Month:  Keith and Gene will be demonstrating the use of old phones as 
security cameras, using a free program called Alfred Camera.  
 
 

From Bert, Activities Co-ordinator 

At a recent meeting we had a request for an explanation of how New Zealand’s 
telecommunications works. It is a bit of a mystery as to who owns what, who does 
what and who pays for it all! 

The answer to the last question is that you pay. But read on for a bit of 
demystification. 

A little history … 

In the beginning there was the New Zealand Post Office. 

This was a government monopoly which was responsible for 
the delivery of all mail and parcels and running and 
maintaining the telephone network. It also ran a bank as a 

sideline and was a major employer. In those days the 
telephone network consisted of a large number of telephone 
exchanges connected to telephone users through a network 
of copper wires strung around the country atop telephone 
poles. This network still exists today and remains as the 
connection for most landlines. The copper wire system 
requires a high level of maintenance, which it does not get. It 

was designed originally to transmit audio signals which is totally inadequate for the 
vast amounts of data which is transmitted by computers nowadays. 

In 1987 the NZ government decided that it would be more efficient to separate the 
phone service from the postal service and Telecom was created. Telecom was also a 
monopoly. 
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Eventually attempts were made to introduce some kind of competition. Businesses 
such as Telstra Clear were allowed to operate – under tight conditions ensuring that 
Telecom had no real competition. 

A separate new company, “Chorus,” was formed to operate the copper wire 
telecommunications infrastructure.  

Whilst all this was happening there was a great deal going on in the world of 
computing. The giant mainframe computers were replaced by desktop home 
computers. The Internet had been invented and was rapidly spreading around the 
world. The old copper system was being 
superseded by fibre-optic cables which could 
carry vastly more data than their copper 
predecessors. Fibre-optic cables were laid on 
the beds of the world’s oceans which 
connected most countries to the world wide 
web. This was truly a revolution and resulted 
in a huge shake up of the monopolistic 
telecommunications industry in NZ. 

A new kind of business came on the scene in the form of the Internet Service 
Provider. These were set up to provide the connection between your computer and 
the internet. The competition was intense, with the result that many did not survive 
or were merged with others to improve efficiency. 

The ISP provides the means to connect you to the Internet and you pay a monthly bill 
which is calculated from two variables. These variables are: the data you will be 
allowed to consume, and the speed at which the data is downloaded. Limited data is 
less expensive than Unlimited data. High speed broadband (high band width) is more 
expensive than limited or throttled bandwidth. The questions you need to answer 
before signing up are: how much data am I likely to need? and how quickly do I need 
things to happen on my screen. 

The next big change in the telecommunications scene was the arrival of the mobile 
phone. Mobiles started out as very simple devices, simply making phone calls and, a 
bit later, texting. They later evolved into fully functional computers which allow you 
to call, text, email, write documents, take photographs and many other useful 
applications. 

They also have the advantage of being small enough to carry in your purse or pocket. 

The mobile phone has the same limitations regarding speed and bandwidth as a 
conventional computer. However, it can connect to the Internet in two different 
ways. 
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In order for mobile phones to operate independently they need 
to be able to connect to a cellphone network which was 
eventually built more or less nationwide. Hence there are 
thousands of cellphone towers dotted around the country to 
provide all of the main centres with coverage. The cellphone 
network communicates through the SIM card in the phone. You 
pay for this with a phone (and data) plan.  

Mobile phones also have a wireless adapter available. As a 
consequence of this your phone can also connect to any WiFi system to which you 
can gain access. This means that your mobile can use the wireless connection of your 
home WiFi modem to access the internet. This applies also to public WiFi such as the 
Rotorua Library or your doctor’s waiting room. This double access is a cause of some 
confusion for users. When you connect to WiFi you are using that location’s Internet 
connection to cruise the Internet (no cost). If you cannot access a WiFi connection, 
then you have to use your SIM card to cruise the internet (using your Phone plan). 

Most people need to use their mobile phones when they are out and about and they 
need to sign up to contracts with one of the three major suppliers; “Spark” who are a 
rebrand of Telecom, Vodafone, or 2Degrees who are relative newcomers. There is a 
fourth supplier, Skinny, which is connected to Spark but operates independently. 
Skinny operates totally on line and has no shop outlets. It is mainly aimed at the 
younger demographic. 

The telecoms industry has a long history of producing complex and byzantine 
contracts which are difficult to understand and evaluate. In order to obtain the best 
bang for your buck it is essential to have a good understanding of how you are going 
to use your phone. This usually comes down to how much data you are likely to use 
and how many overseas calls you might make or how much overseas travel you are 
contemplating. SeniorNet can help you with this. (See our Library Drop In service.) 

So now we come to the nuts and bolts. 

Your home internet connection uses your landline (slow), satellite (quite fast), cell 
towers (quite fast) or fibre (very fast). Cellphone service providers encourage you to 
use their cell service if possible, because then they don’t have to pay a “rental” to the 
companies providing the landline, satellite and fibre services. This means more profit 
for themselves. 

I spoke earlier of Chorus, the company who with a few others had the task of 
building the fibre optic broadband network. This was a major task to provide a 
connection from the main international fibre terminal to your front door. (Actually, 
to a terminal box inside your home.) It is largely an underground installation carried 
out using quite sophisticated thrusting machinery to minimise disturbing the surface.  
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Generally the connection to the fibre network has been provided free of charge and 
Chorus has been contracted by the Government who pick up the tab. You in turn pay 
for this out of your taxes. 

“There is no such thing as a free lunch”. 

Chorus do not actually do the work of digging and thrusting and connecting. They 
merely run the planning and administration and the actual work is done by sub-
contractors – of which there were many initially but have been reduced to about 
three at this stage. 

In order to join New Zealand to the World Wide Web there has to be a fibre 
connection laid across the Tasman Sea and Pacific Ocean floors to connect us to the 
American mainland. There are two of these cables at present which have been laid 
by a consortium of companies and they will recover their investment by charging 
fees to the ISP companies who use the connection to allow you to use the Internet 
world wide. A portion of your ISP monthly bill is earmarked to pay for the 
international connection. 

The above is a simplified description of how the system works which I hope will 
answer some of your questions. As noted in this article the pricing and structure of 
mobile phone contracts are presented in such a way that it is very difficult to make 
comparisons. This is complicated further by the fact that competition is forcing the 
main suppliers to review their pricing and terms on regular basis For those who are 
wondering whether their phone contract really suits their need and matches their 
actual usage, SeniorNet would be happy to advise you at our Monday morning 
drop-in sessions at the Rotorua library. Quite a few people have done this and have 
reduced the cost of their mobile by switching to a more suitable contract. 

 
Bert Harris 
 

 
FYI/FYE (For Your Information/From Your Editor) 

 
We used to hear a lot about ‘digital natives’, 
meaning ‘a person born or brought up during 
the age of digital technology and so familiar 
with computers and the internet from an early 
age’. Note that this says ‘familiar’ and not 
‘competent’. Many people in our generation 
(Baby Boomers and before) have been made to 
feel as if their digital knowledge is lacking and, 
sometimes, treated with disdain if we’re not 
aware of the latest, greatest(?) digital trend.  
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A few things have happened over the years to show me that, in many ways, we are, 
actually, well ahead of that particular trend. Of course, there are some people who 
take the attitude of ‘I’m too old to learn about that!’ (Not that that applies to anyone 
reading this.) 
 
An example was a recent Zoom meeting I attended, where I was the eldest 
participant by a generation. The others were all younger than my children and it 
made me think. As a typing teacher, I was thrown in the deep end with computers in 
the mid-1980s, starting with a small stand-alone computer that took a 5¼” floppy 
disk. No network, and printing happened when the disk was taken to the dot matrix 
(noisy!) printer and inserted into the desktop PC that operated it. From there, it was 
a gradual progression to the current generation of electronic equipment. 
 
What I noticed at the meeting, and have noticed in other ways over the last few 
years, is that, unless they actually took ‘DT’ (digital technology – once known as 
‘typing’ or ‘computing’) as a school subject, many under-50s seem to have quite a 
superficial knowledge of these devices. It almost equates to my knowledge of what 
goes on under the bonnet of my car. I can do the oil, water, petrol, thing but the rest 
is up to the experts. I’m happy to leave it at that! But many of these Digital Natives 
don’t seem to have a ‘stop button’ and, if things don’t work the way they expect, 
they keep pressing keys in an attempt to force the desired outcome from the device. 
 

The really annoying thing is that 
many seem to see no need to check 
for accuracy, or to set out items 
such as letters in an acceptable 
format. And don’t get me started 
on invoicing, banking, etc!! In the 
classroom, my stance was always 
that, if it didn’t look like a letter, 
how could we expect the recipient 
to accept it as such? It’s the format 
that tells us what a document is! 
 
Like many things that young people 
question (and sometimes rebel 
against) there is often a good 
reason for traditional methods, 
manners and morals. Remember the Teddy Boys, Beatniks, Hippies, etc? Some things 
just never change! 
 
Ngaire 
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Lincoln, a young man, wanted to get his beautiful blonde wife, Lucy, something 
nice for their fifth wedding anniversary. So he decides to buy her a cell phone. 
She is all excited. She loves her phone, and he explains all the features and 
apps on the phone to her. 

The next day, Lucy goes shopping. Her phone rings and it’s Lincoln: "Hi, honey", 
he says, "how do you like your new phone?" 

And she replies: "I just love it, it's so small and your voice is clear as a bell. But 
there's one thing I don't understand, though".   

"What's that, baby?" asks the husband.  

"How did you know I was at Farmers?"  
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