From: Mrs Carol Richard  "Cooinda"  Coolah  NSW 2843 Ph 02 63 774555

To:  Secretary, Senate ECITA  References Committee

Subject:  Inquiry into the Australian Telecommunications Network

LINE FAULTS

Recently we experienced phone and internet problems which turned out to be fault(s)

on the line from Exchange.  The technician changed our line onto the last remaining

spare line - all other spare lines were unserviceable.  In the course of conversation he

mentioned that further up the road there was a junction box where the lines are spliced

and the gel had deteriorated .  The main line into the exchange has been hanging on the

fence for three years following a flood in the creek.

As a matter of interest, a submission on your website was in the name of my neighbour

who is also reporting a phone line hanging on the fence following a flood.  

However, though sharing the same name and problem, Ms Jill White is not my

neighbour, but from Katherine, Northern Territory.  

I think this coincidence confirms that the problems in rural and regional

Australia are endemic where the lack of funding for general ongoing

maintenance has been outside the budget for many years - since privatisation

and staff rationalisation commenced.  Contractors are contracted to do specific

tasks and Telstra servicemen have only time allotted to get people back on the air

- not fix the network faults.

Telstra Countrywide was set up to listen to rural consumers.  The meeting in Coolah

two years ago was told of this phone line on the fence but nothing happened to rectify

faults.  Recently, after Senator Alston allocated dollars to "fix the bush" I wrote to

Countrywide and I now have the assurance that all faults relating to Turee Creek

Exchange will be rectified by 21 October, 2002.

I would suggest that all technical log books from all country exchanges should be

collated to obtain a true picture of the state of regional networks in Australia.

INTERNET ACCESS on TELSTRA BIGPOND

With Telstra bigpond giving all regional subscribers local call internet access, many

local ISPs were put out of business, including our local ISP.  Since changing to

bigpond we have experienced many technical difficulties.  Our daughter overseas could

not send anything more than one page in length to us successfully or other bigpond

addresses.  Another daughter in Sydney (not on bigpond) invariably received the

emails 24 hours or more before we received them - often faxing them to us just in case

we never received our email.

In attempting to understand how and why this was happening, we contacted

Countrywide who told us that there were software problems on the bigpond network,

particularly in 'handshaking' with other systems.

NSW National Party Senator Sandy Macdonald found that Telstra bigpond could not

service his Tamworth office needs and opted for another server, advising us to do the

same.  We believe that a lot of our problems with internet access relate to our line

problems but Tamworth should not have the same line difficulties.

MOLDS (Modem On Line Diagnostic System) has spent several hours, encompassing

many days trying to diagnose and rectify our problems.

Our computers have been cleared of faults yet we continue to experience problems

connecting to and maintaining connection to Telstra bigpond.

I have been unable to obtain specific technical information on Telstra bigpond but its

known lack of capabilities and given hearsay are very disturbing.

Your Inquiry should seek to address specifically bigpond's 

a) limitations regarding network software and 

b) realistic outcomes for internet speeds for end users on (poor) copperwire lines.

Telstra's "easymail" - cut-price email access at cost of local call - was to have been

shut down in March, 2002, and its 250,000 customers (mainly low income, job

seekers, rural and regional users and small business users) were being urged to sign up

for BigPond.  

After review, the service was retained.

Tuesdays' editions of "The Australian" give very informative comment on the

performance of Telstra.  Instance this week, August 13, 2002, 

page 29 'ACCC Broadband probe call'; 

page 31 'Telstra gives 13,000 ADSL (assymetric digital subscriber line) rebates'  for

downtime (outages).

N.B.

At 16:00 PM 15 August when sending email to ECITA, three emails received, dated 

13 August (20:55 PM), 14 August (19:19 PM) and 15 August (12:04 PM).  We had checked for emails at least twice each preceding day and earlier this afternoon (15:00).

I phoned Bigpond Helpline (133933) and was told that Bigpond had problems for last 3 days – essentially, Bigpond was down (nationally) for 3 days.

MOBILE  TELEPHONY

"The Australian" August 13, 2002.

Page 35 ATUG (The Australian Telecommunications Users Group), the business voice

on telecommunications competition and quality,  is focusing on lack of competition

leads to rising charges in mobile market, specifically termination rate setting.  "This is

not just an Australian problem.  The International Telecommunication Users

Group has concluded that operators make up the money they lose on call

origination and on 'free' handsets by charging whatever they want for terminating

a telephone call.  Termination rate setting is invisible to the user and not subject to

effective legislation.'

The article continues with information on an OECD report in 1999 where it was found

that "the price of calls from fixed to mobile networks was on average three times

the price of calls over the longest international distance.  Fixed-to-mobile price

rises have since increased this ratio.

It would be interesting to know how many consumers understand that Telstra's call

connection fee for calls to mobiles went from 25c to 30c on August 1.  On top of

that increase, the Homeline Budget rate for calls to Telstra mobiles at peak time

went from 37c to 44c per minute and calls to non-telstra mobiles went from 44c to

48c per minute.

About half of this per-minute charge is the mobile operator's charge for

terminating the call."

The article continues with "ACCC removal of mobile prices determination means

there is no telecoms-specific legislative regulation of mobile retail pricing.  

The problem with this argument is the lack of competitive market pressure on retail

pricing.

Users are fed up with deliberate obfuscation presented by operators as choice and

competition."

TELSTRA  CDMA  COVERAGE

I should like to address the poor performance of CDMA in regional areas particularly

in my local area.  Currently, Coolah Shire is facilitating discussions with Telstra

Countrywide Manager, Ian Peters, to upgrade the repeater at Coolah for eventual

relocation and revamping antenna network and additional towers.  Since the disastrous

changeover from analogue mobile service (AMPS) to CDMA, ten times the number of

base stations fail to service half the area that analogue network used to service.

I find it quite untenable that tenders were requested from Vodafone, Telstra and Optus

for Federal Govts $50.5 million program to improve mobile phone coverage on 35

regional highways.  

With Telstra virtually the only provider of CDMA service (Optus offers CDMA on

Telstra equipment), it would mean that Vodafone and Optus would be tendering for

GSM service.  As the carriers do not "speak" to each other (inter-carrier roaming) - 

a subscriber to Optus GSM cannot access service from a Vodafone or Telstra GSM

tower and vice versa- it would mean that anyone wanting continual coverage would

need to carry CDMA, and three GSM phones to access all carriers.

Inter - carrier roaming is technologically feasible within CDMA and within GSM

networks but is not possible between CDMA and GSM networks as the different

technologies cannot interact.

As reported in the press, subject to ongoing viability, $20.4 million will fund the

extension of mobile telephony, mainly in towns of less that 500 people.  And $37.4

million from the Telecommunications Service Inquiry package will fund coverage in

towns of 500 or more, plus $2.1 million for subsidising satellite mobile phone handsets

where there is no landline.

I approached ACA (Australian Communications Authority) - whose aim is to protect

the interests of consumers, according to ACA website- about the lack of uniformity in

regional areas.  I was met with a blank wall - "why did you ring ACA about this?"  

I was invited to write a letter to ACA about the matter which elicited the following

reply of 24 April, 2002,  "as the DCIT & A has reponsibility for this matter, your letter

has been forwarded to the Department (who) will reply to you directly".

It is of great concern to us that without proper planning, the mishmash of carriers that

confronts urban consumers as they travel up the Pacific Highway may be duplicated

Australia wide as the companies cherry pick the lucrative areas. Aside from enormous

cost involved in contracting extra phones, the matter of safety on isolated stretches of

road or countryside (accidents or lost bushwalkers, bushfires) needs to be addressed

nationally.

One presumes that the carrier on a particular section of highway would erect signage

to say "you are now entering a Vodafone GSM Zone".

Did we learn anything from having different gauge railways across Australia?  

Apparently not.

FURTHER  PRIVATISATION  OF  TELSTRA

Regional Australians are alarmed that further privatisation of Telstra will result in

further deterioration of services and increased charges.  It may even be feasible that a

fee will be charged for service when a fault in the network results in loss of service.

Currently, fee for service can be charged to the customer if a technician is called and

the fault is located in a non Telstra compliant handpiece or extension.

This fee for service on private equipment could easily be extended to network fault

callouts under full privatisation.

In the current climate of corporate excesses and collapses, the push for full

privatisation of Telstra is inconsistent with other Government initiatives.  Legislation

prohibits QANTAS from further foreign ownership but under globalisation in an open

market, it would be all but impossible to restrict ownership of Telstra shares to

majority Australian buyers, despite the best intentions.

An article in "The Australian" July 30 page 31, by Stewart Fist, gave interesting figures

on other nations' public-private partnerships with telcos.  "Richard Alston invented the

term half-pregnant to describe Telstra.  Since then, Liberal propaganda has promoted

the idea that this is a distinctly Australian phenomenon which can't be sustained. 

Unfortunately, the facts don't support these claims.  Most European telephone

companies are part-private like Telstra and experience has shown that this is a

sustainable and stable structure provided the government keeps the company

executives in line and the shareholders don't get carried away with infectious greed.

Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Norway, Sweden and

Switzerland all retain solid government shareholding in their dominant carriers for very

good reasons.

The European Union put pressure on its national governments to liberalise a number of

key industries (airline, electricity,etc) in an attempt to foster competition.  The

European countries that sold off their phone companies entirely (Ireland, Italy,

Portugal, Spain etc) were generally those desperately needing to reduce government

debt to satsify the Maastricht Treaty requirements on a common EU currency."

Ireland's national carrier  Eircom. like British  Telecom, ran into problems after full

privatisation.  Horror stories of excesses of Dutch and French Telcos with foreign

acquisitions abound.  The German Deutsche Telekom suckered in herr-und-frau

investors at very high prices.  A two year acquisition spree by Deutsche Telekom  built

up 67 billion euro debt before suffering a catastrophic loss of value as the market

collapsed and its shares are now rated at junk-bond levels.

Full privatisation was popular in Eastern Europe and South America for obvious

reasons that their economies were collapsing or they needed to develop infrastructure.

Asia was a much more mixed bag - Malaysia went for full privatisation but with heavy

government controls.  Singtel bought Optus at far too high a price and has a major

debt problem.  South Korea and Japan, Indonesia and Thailand, have part-privatised

domestic carriers.  There is evidence government ownership tends to keep the

companies focused on servicing domestic markets rather than on speculative overseas

ventures."

COMPETITION  POLICY

ATUG (The Australian Telecommunications Users Group) "The Australian" July 30

asserts that competition policy has not been effective in Australia.   "After five years of

competition in telecommunications sustainable competition has not been achieved. 

Recent price increases in mobile charges, leased lines and Telstra line rentals leave end-

users questioning reports of progress in price reductions.  Government and

regulators need to listen more closely to the user community and less often to the

supply side.  We are now seeing that not listening to customer expectations results in

bad decisions, poor outcomes and eventually market corrections."

In conclusion, I would suggest that the Senate Committee consult with ATUG, and

telecommunications writer Stewart Fist, Crossroads,  fist@ozemail.com.au.

Please confirm receipt of this submission (6 pages) as we are never confident that

transmissions on Telstra bigpond are delivered.

Signed,

(Mrs) Carol Richard.

Email   jrichard1@bigpond.com
This submission is resent 16 August with update superseding email of 15 August, 2002.

Please confirm receipt.
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