SENATE ENVIRONMENT, COMMUNICATIONS, INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND THE ARTS REFERENCES COMMITTEE

TELECOMMUNICATIONS INQUIRY SUBMISSION FROM DICK ADAMS, FEDERAL MEMBER FOR LYONS, TASMANIA

Introduction

Access to ordinary telephone coverage is the life blood of rural and regional communities.   Tasmania has always had difficulties with its telephone system because of its small population and the difficulty of keeping the lines operational.

With new technology and a more responsive Telstra local service in the last twelve months, some of the old problems are gradually improving.   But this is only the landline delivery of the service.

There is very little access outside the city areas for the connection to such things as multi-media, broad band and even the mobile phone coverage.

If Telstra is privatised, there will be no hope of these services being further improved to allow all Tasmanians equal access.  There will be no incentive to do so on the basis of costs being non subsidised.

In particular, I have been monitoring the problems related to the Telstra practice of using pair gain technology.   It seems that many of the problems are caused by the lack of lines available in rural areas.   Some have only just had their exchanges upgraded and some do not have tone dialling so cannot access just ordinary telephone information services.

Method of data collection

Over the last 12 months I have been dealing with Telstra problems in my constituency and have been monitoring the sites of complaint.

In my newsletter that went out in July 2002, I sought responses with those people who believe they might be having problems because of the pair gain system.   This data is still being collected.

While individual problems are currently being attended to efficiently by the staff of Country Wide, it is a very different story for those people who were not using this service or had not heard of it.   The ordinary public are still having enormous difficulties whilst going through the ordinary help lines provided by Telstra, which means invariably the calls reach my office for assistance.   

The question of businesses in the country having to wait up to five days to have a business phone fixed is not acceptable especially when those telephone lines are through to a tourist business.  For an example, a business on the East Coast lost its line over a weekend, at one of their busiest times, the take for that weekend was down some 50% because of this.  The breakdown has happened more than once.  Tasmania as a State cannot afford to lose any of the tourist dollars and certainly not because of poor telecommunications.

Samples of problems

Primrose Sands
Difficulty with lines, seems always to be engaged.

Magra


No mobile service – under an hour from capital city

Tea Tree

No mobile coverage – less than 20 km from Hobart in a




direct line

Gravelly Beach
Engaged signal regularly, but told no callers are on the line




during the period the fault was reported.

Rosevale

After heavy rain, the phone goes out for up to 36 hours,




Pensioner and needs phone.

Deloraine
Frequently engaged when picked up.  Echoes on international calls forcing redial and second connection fee

Swansea
Business phone out for up to 5-6 days – over weekend.  No phone, email and fax.  Mobile phone does not work in this area.

Evandale
Mobile phone use offered when phone was taking time to install, but wouldn’t work in area, neither digital or CDMA

Strahan
Difficulties with fax numbers – some numbers not available – because Telstra relying on radio links and these cannot cope with demand of area.

Bicheno
Difficulties with Telstra help lines – warnings re storms only in Hobart book.  National systems cause major delays and electronic messages cause frustration particularly as a simple voice answer would solve a problem quickly.

Brighton
Broadband not available.

Miena
No mobile coverage – difficulty in emergencies.

These are a small sample of problems picked from a base of about 423 calls or communications and many are still coming in.

While Countrywide have done their best to keep up with the calls that we have forwarded to them to try and fix, some problems defy solution with the upgrade of the system, or making more towers, satellites or lines available.   

Conclusion

The capacity of the telecommunications network is insufficient at the current time to cater for the needs of regional and rural Tasmanians.   They are already denied many of the services the cities have had for some time and even the basic telephone service is at times under severe pressure.

Broadband services to regional areas in Tasmania are not going to be properly available for some time unless the public are prepared to pay upfront for their network services.   This is unjust in that many city people use this service without the need to pay for infrastructure.

Whatever investment patterns that exist now would not be interested in keeping any public obligation service once Telstra was privatised and therefore it would mean that country services would be further run down.

Regulations would not solve the problem for those in isolation; even under the current situation, there are delays and difficulties that are beyond regulations because they do not allow equivalent service as in the city.   It is noted that whatever happens, rural and regional areas will lag behind where the major hubs are, but without a publicly owned part of the communications infrastructure, there will be no hope for them to be included in any major upgrade.   The resources are just not there.

It is vital therefore to keep the Telstra infrastructure in public hands.

Dick Adams 

Federal Member for Lyons

August 2002

