Elaine James, estate manager for Hanover Housing, explains the benefits of encouraging tenants to use the web.

‘I’ve always worked on the Hanover estate in Cambourne. We provide supported housing to nine blocks of flats and the residents are all retired.

It’s a wonderful place – we all muck in and look after one another. There’s a good neighbourly feeling here and we’re quite active socially. All the residents know I’m here and that they can come to me with anything. I’m here when they need me – sometimes they just need a listening ear.

I can’t solve all their problems but I can find out what the trouble is and get them the help they do need by pointing them towards other agencies. I’m an enabler really.

Hanover World is an online social community launched earlier this year. Residents get their own page where they can post pictures, post videos or makes comments on the forums. They can make friends there.

It’s linking them with people in other parts of the country, and we also encourage family and friends to go online.

Many of the residents now know how to use computers, whereas 10 years ago not a single resident had one.

If somebody’s taken the trouble to get this tool together, I thought, what a wonderful asset it could be. It’s still in its infancy of course, but it will improve as it goes on.

All the residents with computers have now signed up – there are seven at the moment. I just encouraged them as much as possible. Like anything new you have to encourage it and let it grow. I think it’s helped them to not be scared of new technology. One of the residents went online and has since managed to get in touch with someone from his old army regiment. That’s what you really want them to do – to not be afraid, because there’s a big wide world out there.

Anybody who lives on a Hanover estate can apply as a group for funding to develop something that improves the lives of the community. We are thinking of applying for a communal computer so more people can sign up to Hanover World.

I think it’s a far-sighted project, because this sort of thing is only going to get bigger. There are huge cutbacks in services now, so if you have somebody who is pretty isolated and you can get them online, it would reduce their isolation and they could get their shopping done, get other things done. They would almost feel like they have choices again.’

