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MEDIA RELEASE

Listening and delivering on better regional telecommunications services

The Government has listened to public concerns voiced to the Telecommunications Service Inquiry and has responded with a funding package of $163.1 million to further improve telecommunications services in regional, rural and remote Australia, the Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, Senator Richard Alston said today. 

‘This package ensures that both the Government and Telstra meets their responsibilities to rural and remote Australia,’ Senator Alston said.  

‘The response to the recommendations in the report is the next step in the Government’s plan to improve telecommunications infrastructure and services, and to ensure that all Australians have access to a decent telephone service.’

The initiatives include:

· further strengthening of the Customer Service Guarantee to reduce new service connection times and strengthening of the Universal Service Obligation in relation to the provision of temporary services;
· $37.7 million for mobile phone coverage in population centres of 500 and above subject to confirmation of community needs and ongoing viability; 

· $50.5 million for improved mobile coverage in other areas of Australia;

· $50 million for better quality and faster access to dial-up Internet services;

· $52.2 million for a National Communications Fund ; 

· improved payphone and other services for Indigenous communities in remote areas; and

· $3.4 million to fund increased consumer representation.

‘This package complements the ongoing commitment of the Federal Government to improved phone services through the $250 million Networking the Nation programme, the Customer Service Guarantee, the $671 million for the social bonus programmes funded from the partial sale of Telstra, improved Universal Service Obligation arrangements and the introduction of many more phone carriers. 

‘All Australians have a right to a decent, affordable and reliable phone service irrespective of where they live.  These decisions help meet our responsibilities to provide all Australians with such a service,’ Senator Alston said.

New service connection times and provision of temporary services

To ensure people in regional, rural and remote Australia receive better telephone services, the Government will strengthen the Customer Service Guarantee to bring down the maximum time for connection of the standard telephone service in remote Australia from 12 to six months.  The Government will also require Telstra and any other primary universal service provider to include in its Universal Service Plan an undertaking to offer temporary services or solutions in a range of situations. 

Despite improvements in service provision and repairs in recent years the current time frames taken by carriers to provide these services, in remote and some rural areas of Australia, are still considered excessive.

The new requirements for temporary services will mean that no Australian will have to wait longer than 30 working days to get access to a telephone service. A temporary service will also be available for any Australian whose service can’t be repaired in five working days. These changes demonstrate our commitment to listen and act upon public concerns made to the Besley Inquiry.

Mobile telephone service coverage

The Government is allocating up to $88.2 million over three years to improve and extend mobile phone coverage in areas currently without terrestrial mobile phone services.

Up to $37.7 million will be provided to fund the capital cost of terrestrial base stations in population centres of 500 and above, subject to confirmation of community needs and ongoing viability.

The remaining $50.5 million will be used to find other ways to provide greater access to affordable mobile telecommunications in areas currently without terrestrial services.  This part of the programme will be undertaken in consultation with the States and Territories.

Internet Assistance Programme 

The Government will participate in a joint venture with Telstra to fund a $50 million programme, the Internet Assistance Programme, over three years.

Under the Internet Assistance Programme, residential and small business users will have access to a range of help services to solve Internet problems, and achieve an effective Internet service speed equivalent to at least 19.2 kilobits per second, no matter where they live or carry out their business. Through the Federal Government’s $150 million tender for untimed local calls in extended zones, special arrangements will apply to customers in the outer extended zones in remote Australia.

The programme has two main elements: a national Online Help Service to provide independent information and advice to users on practical steps that can be taken to improve their Internet experience; and a Technical Support Service to assist users whose problems cannot be resolved by the Online Help Service.

Under this agreement the Government will contribute $12 million, principally to support the Online Help Service, with Telstra providing the remaining $38 million.

National Communications Fund 

The Government has allocated a total of $52.2 million, over four years, to establish the National Communications Fund to assist significant telecommunications projects in the education and health services sectors for regional communities.

The Government recognises how important these service sectors are to communities in rural and remote Australia, and these projects will go a long way to improving the delivery of services, as well as reducing the cost of advanced telecommunications services by making them more accessible. 

One of the core criteria for funding health and education projects will be the extent to which these projects not only deliver real benefits for these sectors, but how they also improve communications services generally in surrounding regional, rural and remote communities.

Telecommunications services for Indigenous communities
The Government has allocated $400 000 to undertake a study of the telecommunications requirements of remote Indigenous communities, as well as to develop a detailed plan to address these needs.

In addition the Government will ensure that Australia’s Indigenous communities living in remote areas have the best possible access to reliable payphone services.  In consultation with affected communities and Telstra the Commonwealth Government will enhance the availability of payphones under the Universal Service Obligation.

Payphones are very important to Indigenous communities in remote Australia, and it is essential that they have ready and reliable access to this vital service.

Community information campaign 

The Besley report identified a substantial lack of information in regional, rural and remote Australia of the benefits and opportunities that are available through current Government communications funding programmes, the availability of communications services, and consumer safeguards and rights. 

The Government has therefore allocated a total of $6.9 million to deliver a community information campaign.

If consumers are to maximise the benefits delivered through Government programmes and increased competition, they need to be fully informed.

Enhanced quality of service telecommunications regulations 

The Government will strengthen the regulation relating to maintaining and improving the quality of service in response to recommendations of the Besley report.

Primary Universal Service Providers will be required to meet reliability standards for services provided under the Universal Service Obligation and a breach of the standards may attract a penalty of up to $10 million.

The Government will also revise the reporting framework for major service providers, which will allow consumers to make more informed decisions based on price and quality in the increasingly competitive telecommunications market.

Consumer representation

The Government has allocated $3.4 million over four years from 1 July 2002 to fund increased consumer representation and research in telecommunications. 

The Telecommunications Act and associated legislation provides for a significant amount of industry-based regulation, requiring appropriate consultation with consumers.  Before the Australian Communications Authority can register an industry code, it needs to be satisfied that at least one body or association that represents the interests of consumers has been consulted about the development of the code. 

It is essential that all consumers be fairly represented, and it is a priority of Government that people with disabilities, and those consumers from regional, rural and remote Australia have increased representation.

Media contact: 
Sasha Grebe, Minister's office, 02 6277 7480 
Website: www.richardalston.dcita.gov.au 
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