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Norlink Communications (Norlink) is one of the few organisations in Australia that is actually establishing 
itself as a “last mile telco” in a specific regional market. Norlink is regionally owned and focused to provide 
high quality, cost effective, fast and accessible telecommunications services to its constituents in the 
Northern Rivers of NSW. 
 
We expect to begin delivering full commercial services over our own infrastructure in CY 2003. To date 
some 5 years of planning and research has been expended to achieve this goal, which will be a true 
milestone in regional telecommunications in Australia. 
 
The general market and demand for broadband services in Australia is growing at a significant rate in 
mainly urban areas. Unfortunately due to the poor quality local distribution through old copper cables, the 
distance that the users are from traditional telephone exchanges and the high use of pair gain systems 
means regional users are not benefiting from access to new applications. 
 
Norlink is implementing a new alternative “wireless local loop” access technology to connect residents, and 
business organisations for provision of voice and data services. Our research and customer enquiry level 
indicates that there remains a significant demand, due to the inability of the incumbent carriers to 
satisfactorily provide broadband services to regional areas through conventional means.  
 
Like all infrastructure initiatives, funding is a critical issue, our initial rollout has been majority funded from 
Federal and State Government sources, allowing us to deploy, test and review our business model. 
 
Unlike most other organisations, we are focused at achieving a full commercial viability in the majority of 
regional Australia, small to medium towns. It is likely any town/city of over 50,000 people can justify a 
business case to create a regional telco, or attract a large telco player to deliver services, but it is the 
smaller communities who are paying the price through loss of opportunity and people.  
 
Community ownership and participation are key components of our business model. Our eTownTM  
program has been designed to enable us to fulfil our objectives and create a model that is transferable to 
any community in Australia.  
 
While we recognise the challenge in front of us, and fully understand the dynamics of the mass market, we 
believe that a commercially viable “micro telco model” is the only way that smaller communities in regional 
Australia will gain value from the ever increasing advances in technology.  
 
Australia needs small towns and communities to survive, not draw the entire population into a handful of 
regional centres and capital cities. 
 
Wireless technologies are the most cost effective way to establish a high speed telecommunications 
infrastructure in the short to medium term. In the longer (15-20 year horizon) it is our belief that optical 
fibre will be predominant in the local loop, but this rollout needs to be funded and re-investment by the 
local community can be the catalyst for this. 
 
 

1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
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The Senate has referred the above matter to the Committee for inquiry and report by 24 June 2003. 
The terms of reference are:  

(a) the capacity of the Australian telecommunications network, including the public switched 
telephone network, to deliver adequate services to all Australians, particularly in rural and regional 
areas; 
 
(b) the capacity of the Australian telecommunications network, including the public switched 
telephone network, to provide all Australians with reasonable, comparable and equitable access to 
broadband services;  
 
(c) current investment patterns and future investment requirements to achieve adequacy of services 
in the Australian telecommunications network;  
 
(d) regulatory or other measures which might be required to bring the Australian telecommunications 
network up to an adequate level to ensure that all Australians may obtain access to adequate 
telecommunications services; and  
 
(e) any other matters, including international comparisons, which are deemed relevant to these 
issues by the Committee. 

2. TERMS OF REFERNCE 
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Australia needs it’s small towns and communities to survive, not draw the entire population into a handful 
of regional centres and capital cities.  Wireless technologies are the most cost effective way to establish a 
high speed telecommunications infrastructure in the short to medium term, in regional locations. In the 
longer (15-20 year horizon) it is our belief that optical fibre will be predominant in the local loop. The issue 
is how to fund this significant capital outlay for small regional areas. The answer lies in community 
ownership of the infrastructure assets and cross subsidisation.  
 
The communications requirements of smaller communities are the same as those of a far larger size, it is 
reasonable to expect that they both will require their telecoms spend to be reinvested into their 
communities, thereby “Future Proofing” the community investment in communications infrastructure.  Large 
corporate organisations, who rely on quick return on investments will never be able to justify the 
expenditure to “wire up” smaller communities. Therefore the onus returns to the smaller regional 
communities to fund their own infrastructure. 
 
Wireless technologies are an enabler for the “micro telco” and therefore access to technology, expertise 
and spectrum are all key ingredients for a successful outcome. Norlink is poised to deliver broadband 
technology over Wireless Local Loop (WLL), however, it has been a long and complicated path well 
beyond the means of the majority of communities. 
 
It is important that the provision of legislated consumer safeguards including the Universal Service 
Obligation, the Customer Service Guarantee, untimed local calls and the Telecommunications Industry 
Ombudsman are enforced into the future. Whatever action is required to ensure these safeguards are 
enforced should be instigated, however it should be noted that forcing Telstra to be the “supplier of last 
resort” is not the only avenue available to the Government in this regard. In fact this approach, by its very 
scale, can only lead to incremental improvement in communications infrastructure. 
 
We believe it is of primary importance that telecommunications companies have a local presence in 
regional, rural and remote Australia enabling the individual needs of each to be identified. That is why we 
are advocating a co-ordinated regional telco model. Norlink is based in regional Australia, is regionally 
owned and focused to provide high quality, cost effective, fast and accessible telecommunications services 
to its constituents in the Northern Rivers of NSW. 
 
As the country moves forward into a new century, it would seem unlikely a single organisation can support 
the needs of both the highly populus metropolitan areas as well as the sparsely populus regional areas.  
 
While the split of Telstra Country Wide attempts to do this, ultimately cross subsidisation of less lucrative 
areas will be reduced to support the ever increasing infrastructure demands of the larger metropolitan 
areas.  
 
Local presence is one issue, acting for the local community, with the local community’s best interests is 
quite a different issue, only a regional telco model with local regional ownership can ensure each 
community is best served with the most appropriate telecommunications at the appropriate price points. 

3. GENERAL RESPONSE TO INQUIRY TOR 
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Norlink, in conjunction with Housley Consulting (a 30 year veteran of the Australian telecommunications 
environment and specialist in Regional Telecommunications), would like to propose a way forward so that 
the Government can ensure that people in regional, rural and remote Australia can share reasonably and 
equitably - in terms of availability and cost - with residents in metropolitan Australia in the benefits of future 
advances in telecommunications services resulting from competition and new technologies. 
 
4.1 The Problem 

Some of Australia’s greatest assets are the greatest obstacles to a cohesive Nation-wide regional telecoms 
strategy. The issues are no surprise to most and are:  
 

• Large distances between major centres 
• Large geographical areas that are sparsely populated 
• Diverse geography not only throughout the country but even within regions 
• Un-proportionally high population condensed into the Capital Cities 
• Many small and micro regional communities 

 
While these issues are significant barriers to overcome, particularly in relation to return on 
telecommunications infrastructure investment, there are solutions that can be put in place to ensure regional 
telecommunications in Australia is on the central migratory path to CBD equivalence within the short to 
medium term.  

 
4.2 The Vision 

There is no doubt that optic fibre (with current speeds in excess of 40Gbit/s per wavelength) holds the key 
to a seamlessly connected community that is distance independent. 
 
Our vision is for 99.7% of regional and rural Australia to be serviced by highspeed wireless networks by 
2007 and for 90% of the regional population to be connected via fibre by 2020.  
 
The use of community owned regional and micro telcos is key to delivering this vision.   
 
This vision will not only address the issues of access and cost of telecommunications services through 
creating a true competitive marketplace but will also provide a platform for significant economic stimulation 
and jobs growth within regional and rural Australia. 
 
4.3 The Solution 

The solution has a number of elements that require significant funding, the further sale of Telstra would 
provide the bulk of the funding required. The elements of the solution are: 
 

1. Extensions to the existing Longhaul backbone fibre networks to create a National Broadband 
Backbone Network that is analogous to the national highway programs. 

2. Establishment of a Regional Telecommunications Planning Authority  

4. THE REGIONAL SOLUTION 
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3. Establishment of a Shared Services Excellence Model for delivery of services to smaller 
communities 

4. Establishment of a Regional Telco Bootstrap Model to allow regional and micro telcos to be 
established 

5. Establishment of a Regional Telecommunication Interconnection Exchange  

 
These solution components are described in more detail below 
 
4.3.1 National Broadband Backbone Network  
While much of regional Australia is traversed by a number of highspeed optic fibre networks, typically 
these are not “broken out” at the locations required or are cost prohibited to do so because of the 
technology employed.  
 
The establishment of this network will overcome the following issues: 
 

• Access to inter-regional and inter-capital bandwidth 
• High cost of inter-regional and inter-capital bandwidth 
• Duplication of resources and effort 
• Interconnection to other networks (eg CBD networks and overseas networks) 

 
It is envisioned that this would be an extension of current commercial networks to suit the needs of regional 
and rural Australia, with subsidies to make extensions and breakouts as appropriate.  
 
4.3.2 Regional Telecommunications Planning Authority  
It does not make commercial or economic sense to undertake a “big bang” nationwide local loop 
refurbishment program as much of the reticulation of the required infrastructure can be undertaken via a 
long term “organic growth” strategy.  
 
Such a strategy would be based on policy and planning within each Local Government Area (LGA), so 
that over a 5-20 year period advanced infrastructure will be built within the LGA and the cost shared by 
the community over that timeframe. 
 
The RTPA would be the body that creates a nationwide policy and planning framework, based on existing 
Australian Standards so that each LGA can embody that framework into their existing town planning 
policies and procedures. 
 
This long term strategy would ensure that an environment conducive to “Reticulation” of advanced 
telecommunications infrastructure within each LGA is established.  
 
Other functions would include other activities complementary to the establishment of highspeed regional 
telecommunications, such as: 
 

• Securing and licensing spectrum for use in regional and rural areas for Wireless Local Loop 
(WLL) applications 

• Creation of other policy documents to ensure quality of service levels are maintained within 
and between networks 

• Securing and allocation of IP address space for use within regional and rural networks 
• Providing arbitration services for any disputes between regional and rural networks 
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• Other similar policy and regulatory services 
 
4.3.3 Shared Services Excellence Model  
Much of the “back end” infrastructure to deliver telco services (eg billing, customer care etc) is expensive 
to setup and maintain as well as requires significant skilled resources. These issues make it cost prohibitive 
to setup on a small scale. 
 
This involves creating a number of “centres of excellence” in regards to regional telco services and have 
these services delivered as “bureau” services to a number of other regional or micro telcos.    
 
4.3.4 Regional Telco Bootstrap Model  
The investment in the creation and setup of a regional or micro telco is significant in both cost and time, 
therefore creation of a funded model that bootstraps these entities will not only reduce the risk of failure 
but also standardises the processes, methodologies, equipment and technology so that the full advantage of 
economies of scale can be realised.  
 
This model would not only include technical components but also mentoring and business development 
assistance.  
 
4.3.5 Regional Telecommunication Interconnection Exchange  
Once a regional or micro telco is in place it currently does not have enough “bargaining power” to secure 
the best rates to pass onto its clients in relation to voice and data transfer, therefore the objectives of lower 
costs and higher speeds are under threat from day one. 
 
This is basically “marketplace” that aggregates the spending of all regional and micro telcos so that 
significant amounts of traffic can be offered for interconnection and rates arbitraged to secure the best 
possible prices for regional and rural Australia. 
 
4.3.6 Norlink Communications – The Prototype Micro Telco 
The Norlink eTowns prototype regional telco (www.norlink.net.au) in its current form has many of the 
elements of each of the Shared Services Excellence Model, Regional Telco Bootstrap Model and Regional 
Telecommunications Interconnection Exchange. The Norlink “Prototype” model is currently being 
deployed with plans to be articulated into a full commercial rollout over the next 6 months.  
 
4.3.7 Open Competitive Market 
This vision proposes a model for rural and regional telecommunications that is technology independent that 
will encourage innovation and development of new telecommunications products and will provide a once 
only opportunity to build on Australia’s existing telecommunications industry. To endorse its 
implementation will be to embark on a nation-building program, the benefits of which will be available for 
all.  
  
The deployment of this infrastructure with ownership embedded within the community will enable the 
development of a true competitive market in rural and regional areas through the capacity to deliver 
wholesale services to all existing and new carriers over the new networks as they are developed. This 
program will solve the Universal Service Obligation issue. 
 
4.3.8 Economic and Social Development 
We are not just proposing the implementation of a unique advanced telecommunications network but 
architecting the “Change Agent” for Rural and Regional Australia. It is a well known fact, and the subject 
of many recent reports, that Regional Australia is being left behind in development of new economy models 
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and the lack of advanced telecommunications infrastructure, at affordable prices, is having a negative effect 
on the growth of most Australian regional areas.  
 
The younger people of most regions increasingly need to move to the larger capital cities to find 
employment in “new economy industries” as there are few of these opportunities within the regions 
themselves. While the network itself wont change the basic human needs to want to move away from 
home to “spread ones wings”, it will allow companies to establish significant new economy industries in the 
regions and provide people with the choice to stay, that is not available today. 
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Norlink Communications has a unique opportunity to enter a growing market and become a real market 
leader. In Australia today there is no successful regional telco model that actually improves the long-term 
economic development prospects of a regional area. There have also been significant failures in this market 
place.  
 
Norlink has reviewed successful and failed regional Telco’s, both within Australia and overseas and 
developed, in conjunction with our partners, a model that will deliver not only long term benefits to the 
Northern Rivers community, but also offer expansion to other regional areas of Australia. 
 
The Norlink model is to become a “last mile” carrier using, initially, fixed wireless technology. Partnerships 
will be leveraged to offer backhaul and long haul voice and data services, effectively allowing Norlink to 
focus on the important areas of customer care and retention.    
 
The major shareholder in Norlink Communications is Norlink Limited as the vehicle delivering the Norlink 
Limited objective of “…enhanced economic and social development through improved 
telecommunications”.  
 
Norlink Limited was established in 1996 to drive the process of creating an information economy in the 
Northern Rivers region of NSW. Norlink represents the interests of eight peak bodies from local 
government and the economic, social and technology sectors across the region. The Norlink initiative 
Networking the Northern Rivers has undergone several phases to facilitate access to, and availability and 
usage of, enhanced telecommunications and thus promote economic and social development within the 
region.  
 
5.1.1 Networking the Northern Rivers 
In 1998 Norlink Ltd first obtained funding under the Commonwealth Government’s Networking the 
Nation (NTN) program to embark on the first phase of the program, known as “Networking the 
Northern Rivers”. 
 

Stage 1- involved broad-ranging investigations and consultations across the region as well as 
training and awareness activities. The Norlink Brand was being established within the region.  
 
Stage 2 - evolved from the consultative process, it promoted and encouraged the use of Internet 
and IT in local communities. A facilitator assisted communities to develop a strategic approach to 
implement actions appropriate for each community. Several small projects resulted from this 
process. 
 
Stage 3 - commenced investigations into potential telecommunications partners and a number of 
expressions of interest (EOI) were provided from potential new entrants into the Northern Rivers 
market. The model envisaged at this stage was one of subsidising an existing carrier to become 
the region’s telco. While this model did not prove to be sustainable, the responses received 
assisted Norlink to create a revised model and strategies going forward.  
 

5. NORLINK COMMUNICATIONS 
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Stage 4 - In mid 2000 we adopted a new model for achieving the required regional outcomes: 
Setting up a commercial entity, which would have several technology partners initially, then 
increasing its capabilities and eventually becoming the regional telco (over 2-3 years).  

 
5.1.2 Norlink eTownTM  (Regional Telco Prototype Business Model) 
The Norlink eTownTM is the initial stage of the company’s overall regional telco strategy. Our evolutionary 
path will be guided and supported by the implementation of this stage. It will help us understand the issues 
and impacts of deployment of this model to a regional area. It is intended that the transition from the 
eTownTM phase to a full operational configuration will be an incremental step and require no structural 
changes when we deliver a full commercial service and create a sustainable enterprise as a core outcome. 
 
Through the establishment of, initially, four “eTownTM” in the Northern Rivers region of NSW we will 
enhance and refine our business and delivery models as well as assist to grow the economy of the selected 
local communities. This stage has been designed to implement, test, review and modify our strategies as we 
progressively rollout infrastructure. As we progress through the implementation phase we will refine our 
long-term implementation strategies. This stage is the foundation for us to build a small regional telco that 
will then expand throughout the region and be the model for future deployment.   
 
Norlink eTownTM has been funded in part by the Federal Government Networking the Nation program, the 
NSW State Government has also supported it. In total $1.75M contribution has been already secured for 
the project.  
 
This stage will test strategies articulated in the Northern Rivers Regional Telecommunications Strategic 
Plan, which was finalised in late 2000. This strategic plan has three core strategies Access, Customer 
Acquisition and a Backbone Strategy. 
   
Norlink eTownTM will provide enhanced telecommunications services, using the latest generation of 
Wireless Local Loop (WLL) technology to deliver both voice and high-speed data services. Initially 
services will be provided to three Northern River’s towns, Mullumbimby, Maclean, Kyogle and the 
regional city of Lismore.  
 
 
 




