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the Warren-Blackwood sub regional perspective
Submission Paper
The current state of telecommunciations in the Warren-Blackwood sub region
Introduction
Senator Allison and committee members.

The Warren-Blackwood Economic Alliance is a co-operative venture between the local governments and communities of Nannup, Bridgetown-Greenbushes, Boyup Brook and Manjimup, covering the towns of Nannup, Bridgetown, Greenbushes, Boyup Brook, Manjimup, Pemberton, Northcliffe and Walpole.  Its two year mission is to facilitate sustainable economic growth in the Warren-Blackwood region following the cessation of logging in old growth forests which has terminated one of the regions major industries.

In light of the study being undertaken by the South West Development Commission with consultants from Gibson Quai, the Warren-Blackwood Economic Alliance did not make an original submission to this committee, rather preferring to await the outcomes from the telecommunications infrastructure survey. 

The purpose of the Gibson Quai consultancy was to audit the existing and proposed telecommunications infrastructure and services available within the South West Region of Western Australia following the perception by the business and community of the region that significant improvements were required in the delivery of telecommunications infrastructure and services in the region.

The survey covered the entire South West Region of Western Australia; and; while the report identified South West issues the alliance believes the Warren Blackwood sub region needs a particular focus given that there are distinct differences between the sub-regions which may lead to errors in data.

The Alliance only speaks for the Warren-Blackwood sub-region, which with a population of approximately 16,377 (2002 ABS census figures) contains only 12.6% of the population of the South West Region. 

It is interesting to note that the 2002 ABS figures indicated that the South West region has one of the highest increases in population, when in fact the growth is mainly in the Augusta-Margaret River sub-region, which is becoming highly urbanised and recorded a 5% growth rate.

The Warren-Blackwood sub regional population is actually decreasing and the median age is on the rise.  The Warren-Blackwood sub region is highly rural and un-urbanised; we are in fact the poor cousin in the South West region.

The Warren-Blackwood sub-region traditionally relied on timber and agriculture as its primary industries, neither of which relied heavily on telecommunications and its associated infrastructure.  Since the timber industry has virtually been abolished the region has been seeking to establish alternative opportunities to maintain its economic base.  Many of these, such as tourism, will require access to an affordable telecommunications infrastructure to compete in a global market place.

The Alliance took part in many of the community consultation processes with the consultants and was also a member of the steering committee.

The following issues are those that have been identified as the most important following the release of the final draft which is up for public comment.  Many of these issues are a direct quote from the draft report with comment added by the alliance.

basic infrastructure

The survey indicated that the entire South West region is very well served by backbone telecommunications systems (mainly optical fibre based systems) between the major population centres with these links being primarily all owned by Telstra.  Telephone exchanges are located at most towns within the Region and copper or fibre optic cables provide access networks for customers into the local Telstra network.  This indicates that there is future expansion potential in the system.

It is on the local level that problems occur with the pair gain systems provided on either copper wire or optic fibre to allow multiple copper-based services in areas where changes in population growth require additional pairs of cables.

Given the rural spread of the Warren-Blackwood region, typically more than 10km, and the long copper lines that connect households to the closest exchange there are numerous problems associated with reliability and bandwidth availability.  Line lengths also affect transmission rates and problems of signal attenuation will occur. 

These problems do not normally affect voice transmissions but can have a severe impact on the transmission of data speeds.  The length and quality of the copper cable, is often a prime reason why services using standard data modems for Internet services are affected, causing either no connection or connection at unacceptable low speeds e.g. 9600bps.  

The Warren-Blackwood Economic Alliance would strongly request that future telecommunications infrastructure development includes the phasing out of the use of copper wire and pair gained systems in the region.

broadband access

The majority of the population in urban Australia has access to a variety of Internet services including dialup, ISDN, ADSL or satellite. 

The survey report indicated that the penetration of ADSL in the South West is very low at November 2002 and the difficulties of providing services more than 3km from the telephone exchange has first raised expectations and then caused great frustration within regional communities.

The overall perception in the Warren-Blackwood tends to be that the dial-up service is the primary means of Internet due to the ease of access through the phone line and low cost, even though the service delivery speeds are low in comparison to the urban areas.  

Anecdotal comments obtained however, during the Community Consultation indicated that Farmers on properties distant from the telephone exchange could not achieve the 14.4 kbps (more like 9.6kbps) and that usage of dialup for Internet access was not practical for pursuance of commercial activities.

The Warren-Blackwood sub-region does not have a choice in many cases.  ADSL is only available at this time through the Bridgetown exchange with 80 lines, although Telstra advise that they will be increasing the access in the region in 2003/2004.

With its small population and very low average incomes there is a perception that ADSL, ISDN and Satellite Internet delivery is expensive. 

Warren Blackwood customers therefore are at a disadvantage compared with urban customers in terms of service availability and choice to provide the Internet access speeds required for normal web browsing.

It is estimated that some 5% or 3,500 customers over the Region are likely to have unacceptable Internet download speeds because of excessive distance from the local telephone exchange.  

The Warren-Blackwood Economic Alliance strongly requests that consideration be given to those customers who experience unacceptable Internet download speeds should qualify for two way satellite capital subsidies to obtain higher Internet access speeds at such distant locations.

Free to air television and radio

Other basic services taken for granted in urban areas include provision of free to air radio and television services.  At this time most of the towns in the Warren-Blackwood sub region receive two commercial radio services (usually one AM, one FM) and ABC Regional Radio.

There are limited services outside the towns with many areas receiving only one ABC service and one commercial service and the quality of the signal can be poor.

Community radio stations do not exist in the Warren-Blackwood sub region although there are plans for Bridgetown and Nannup.  One of the main restrictions on community radio is the availability of frequencies for radio, particularly for FM radio, which lie in the band 88 to 108 MHz.  

The reason for the shortage of frequencies is that the VHF TV channels 3 and 5 occupy approximately 60% of the FM broadcasting band.  

Several towns and outlaying areas have little or no television coverage.

mobile telephony coverage

The availability of mobile telephone system coverage along highways, on roads with high tourist traffic and in areas of non vehicle traffic is an important and potentially crucial element of the public being able rapidly to report emergency incidents such as vehicle crashes, personal injury, fire and criminal activity.


There are significant areas of the South West Region which do not have mobile telephone coverage or public access fixed telephones.  Although these areas do have coverage from satellite based mobile telephone systems, the terminals for these systems are high cost specialist user devices, which most members of the general public do not own.

A recent tragic incident near the Scott River district south of Nannup illustrated this dramatically when a father and husband was unable to call for help when his wife and sons were swept from rocks into the sea.

The continued growth and dispersion of population and particularly tourist populations is also generating increased requirements on the public access communications systems that have a crucial role in the reporting of emergency incidents.

Emergency services utilise a wide range of communications services and in the Warren-Blackwood sub region HF radio is probably the most common, however this has limitations with neighbouring shires not using common frequencies.

In some cases public network services are used for operational communications if the emergency services communications systems are not adequate in a given location or as an adjunct to operational communications, however, given the lack of mobile coverage in the sub region this is not always possible.

summary

The Warren-Blackwood Economic Alliance is concerned at the perception that being in a rural area means accepting different standards for infrastructure, in this case telecommunications.

If the region were given the same access to telecommunications infrastructure as the urbanised areas it would mean that:

· There would be no requirement to purchase additional hardware for reasonable  internet access 

· Mobile phone coverage would not require a rate payer cash contribution (via local government

· Mobile coverage would not require the purchase of CDMA hand sets

· Car kits would not be required to gain the best mobile coverage

· No continuing gap between the metropolitan area and the South West with standard telephone service cost and line speed for dial-up Internet access.

· Unlimited availability to the full range of broadband access required by small businesses.

· Take-up by small and medium enterprises of e-commerce opportunities
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