














































18 Broadband Convergence on the Digital Information Superhighway

mobile phones alter its delivery medium to radio. Conversely, while radio and
television broadcast by radio signal to people have prevailed until now. in the
future broadcasting companies may well provide service by cable lines.
Computers now make growing use of lines and radio links to other information
systems for the transmission of data or even video signals. As well, increasing
computer control of telecommunications systems allows the provision of
intelligent networks with interactive service by people and data provision
possibilities.

Current regulation of the telecommunications and broadcasting sectors is
complex. The key Federal Government regulatory bodies currently involved
include AUSTEL, the Privacy Commissioner, the Trade Practices Commission,
the Australian Broadcasting Authority (ABA) and the Spectrum Management
Authority (SMA). They each have different responsibilities and powers43

•

The Telecommunications Act /99/ applies to the activities of the three carriers
and service providers, while incorporating matters of consumer protection and
service standards under AUSTEL control. The Broadcasting Services Act 1992
includes some consumer protection relating to equipment use, but focuses on
broadcaster licensing under ABA supervision. The Act also contains some
foreign ownership and cross media controls. The Radiocommunications Act
1992 provides for the allocation of radiofrequency spectrum licenses by the
SMA. The SMA maintains strong control over bandwidth allocation. An
outlook review of the Telecommunications Act 1991, now underway, seeks to
address matters of competition, access, conswner protection, and standards 44.

At the same time, AUSTEL examined the matter of the legislative changes
required to facilitate convergence. by separating potential services into three
streams - telephony, broadband and pay television.

Following this. in late November 1994, the Minister for Communications and
the Arts addressed rising concerns about superhighway infrastructure costs and
user access by announcing new policy initiatives. The Minister indicated that
carriers would not be granted any infrastructure monopolies, thus permitting
duplication of cable networks. Some commentators have criticised the private
provision of duplicate services to homes as a wastage of national resources 45.

Noting the AUSTEL findings, the Minister further directed that telephony and
broai::lband services ensure open access under the provision of the Act. Again,
certain commentators have suggested a need for national and community
services on the superhighway_ However. the Minister detennined that pay
television services would remain exempted from these provisions until at least

43 Hardy, C., McAuslan, M., Madden, J. "Competition Policy and Communications
Convergence", UniversityofNSW Law Journal, Vol. 17(1), September, 1994, pp. 156·
189: 161.

44 Department of Communications and the Arts, Beyond the Duopoly: Australian
Telecommunications Policy and Regulation, Issues Paper, Canberra, September 1994.

45 Stokes, K. "Advance Australia Where?", Boyer Lectures, Australian Broadcasting
Corporation, Radio National, October-November, 1994.
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July I, 1997 in order to foster industry growth. Those people who favour
strict regulation of such services have argued for stronger controls to encourage
media and service diversity while combined with accountability.

Future direction

One proposal to combine their influence might be the creation of an Australian
Communications Authority to regulate the converged industry under a single
Act46• It could work with the proposed Competition Commission, while also
pennitting a degree of industry self-regulation in certain areas. Alternatively,
there is a proposal to create two separate authorities with one for infrastructure
hardware and one for content software47

• The Network Management
Authority would develop and manage all delivery systems, while the
Broadcasting Control Authority would follow social and commercial objectives
to allocate capacity and set content standards.

Perhaps it is the wide scope and use of information itself that makes difficult
the development of a national infonnation policy411. Lest we form a Ministry
of Infonnation. with all of the implied controlling powers this idea suggests,
then it seems that control of the superhighway may lie with its providers and
users. In this view of incremental change, the industry desires no government
controls at all, as a contrast to alternative opinions that opt for strong control
of infrastructure provision and content definition. However, perhaps it is not
the means of delivery that is important. but the content that may pervade the
superhighway. It may be no gain to be able to watch fish, clocks, or grass on
a screen, as current demonstration projects provide49

• Australians need
broadband services that provide value to them as they enter the next
millennium. However. the really useful infonnation superhighway may be
decades away, particularly for rural areas, even though the base teclmology
exists now.

46 Hardy 1994: 178.

47 Stokes 1994.

48 Biskup 1994: 117·8.

49 Houghton, J. "Overcoming boredom on the Infonnation Superhighway", Search, Vo1.25,
No.4, May 1994: 112.
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Glossary

ADSL

Analogue

ATM

Audio signals

Audiotext

Bandwidth

Broadband

Broadcast

Capacity

Channel

Compression

Convergence

Data

Decryption

Descrambler

Digital

Email

HDTV

Interactivity

Internet

Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line technique that
allows transmission of video signals on phone lines.

signal transmission of continuously varying values.

Asynchronous Transfer Mode is a fast packet switching
technique that mixes messages together for transmission.

transmissions composed of represented sounds.

recorded, interactive audio services available on line.

frequency spectrum range available for signal
transmission, usually stated in cycles per second.

capability to communicate information at a high rate, ie.
using a medium with a large bandwidth.

signal transmission using the radiofrequency spectrum
and directed from one point to a wide audience.

amount of information flow carried or required.

single path for transmitting signals in one direction.

reduction of transmitted or stored data amounts.

merging ofcommunications, computers and broadcasting
services.

characters or graphics for transmission.

process of transforming coded data into useable form
after encryption.

device to transform scrambled data into useable form.

signal transmission of changing discrete values.

electronic mail for messaging between computers.

high-definition television, has more scan lines than PAL.

user reply or control over information sources.

an international network of computer services.



MDS

Microwave

Modulation

Multimedia

Multiplexing

Narrowband

Narrowcast

PAL-B TV

Pay TV

SDH

Superhighway

Telecottages
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Multipoint/Microwave Distribution System/Service
subscription television delivery technique.

electronic radiation in the 1 to 300 trillion Hertz
frequency part of the spectrum used for radar and some
telecommunications transmission systems, plus cooking.

combination of signal frequency onto a carrier signal as
in amplitude modulation (AM - varies signal size) and
frequency modulation (FM - varies signal cycle period).

integrated video, audio, text and graphics computing.

combination of many signals· into one for transmission.

capability to communicate information at a low rate.

signal transmission using the radiofrequency spectrum
and directed from one point to a specific audience.

Phase Alternating Line colour television system standard
used by Australian broadcasters.

subscription broadcasting television.

Synchronous Digital Hierarchy carries messages of
differing speeds using a backbone fast transmission
sequence.

concept of a single, interactive communications system
linking together telecommunications, broadcasting and
computer services through high capacity networks.

work locations with on-line computer access.

Telecommunications communication at a distance using signals.

Telecommuting replacement of transportation to and from work with a
telecommunications linkage to work instead.

Teleconferencing meeting held by means of telecommunications links.

Universal access service provided to the entire community.

Video signals transmissions of moving images.

Videoconferencing meeting held by means of video and audio links.


