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My location is 14 kilometres from Cessnock exchange in the Hunter Valley, NSW.  Though rural in character, Telstra classifies it as urban
.

Since 1988, I have been using modems on my phone line.  My record of median achieved line speeds is:

Year
Speed (kilobits/second [kb/s])

1988
1.2

1992
7.2

1993
9.6

1995
14.4

1996
21.6

2000
28.8

2002
28.8

Phil Lammert tells me that 28.8 kb/s is as good as a standard telephone line will get.  There are no plans for improving the quality of a standard service in this area.

The field of telecommunications is a fast moving one.  That Telstra plans stagnation in standard services is cause for concern.  Those whose budgets do not stretch beyond a standard telephone service will fall progressively further and further behind as the world moves on.

Quality of service depends, at least in part, on exchange equipment.  My line is connected to relatively new equipment.  I had it switched over in 1993 for the performance advantage.  Consequently, my phone number changed to one beginning 4991.  Line speed increased by about a third.  I had thought that the old equipment (controlling phone numbers beginning with 4990) had since been upgraded.  My neighbours, with 4990 phone numbers, tell me that their Internet service is terrible, with slow speeds and frequent dropouts.  Evidently, I thought wrongly.  That such inadequate equipment is still in place, nine years later, indicates a lack of sorely needed investment.

I'm told that, some time back, an adequate standard phone service was defined as one which will deliver 19.2 kb/s.  That is insulting.  I find 28.8 kb/s too slow.  When conditions force a drop to 26.4 kb/s, the effect is noticeable.  A credible standard is needed.

People who know more than I about telecommunications nominate 45 kb/s as a reasonable, technically achievable, standard.  As the field of telecommunications is not stagnant, a static standard is not credible.  Continual improvement is essential.  An uplift factor of 0.11% per day (49.37% annual, compound) seems reasonable to me.  So: I define a reasonable standard telephone service as one which, on the first of August, 2002, delivered 45 kb/s.  For every day past that date, the reasonable speed rises by 0.11%, compounding.  By that definition, the telecommunications network cannot deliver adequate services to this (urban) area and there are no plans for improvement so that it can.

Some of my neighbours have been refused a second phone line.  Apparently, there is not the network capacity.  There are plans to increase the number of lines available.  The quality of those lines will be of the same low standard.

There is at present little in the way of effective competition in retail telecommunications.  This is largely attributable to the dominating vertical integration of Telstra.  Australia's terrestrial telecommunications infrastructure is a natural monopoly
.  Vertical integration imparts advantages.  Where one component is a monopoly, there can be only one vertically integrated entity.  All competitors are disadvantaged.  For competition to operate effectively, the terrestrial telecommunications infrastructure must be separated from Telstra.

Unfettered commercial markets have shown a tendency to overinvest in areas of perceived opportunity and underinvest in those of less lucrative potential.  Commercial markets are blind to the broader economic and social good.  For efficiency, effectiveness and the common good, telecommunications infrastructure must be nationally controlled and coordinated.  The simplest, most effective way to achieve that (and the only sure one) is to retain the infrastructure in public ownership.

At present, Telstra can charge the same for a 19.2 kb/s line, with no broadband potential, as it does for a 56 kb/s line with ADSL capability.  This is a distortion of the market.  As an incentive to improve services, price should reflect quality.  The price of a 19.2 line might  be (say) a third of that of one capable of 56 kb/s.

The only broadband option in this area at present is satellite.  The costs of establishing and maintaining satellite broadband are well beyond the financial capacity of the struggling family farms typical of this area.

There are plans to provide ISDN.  Is ISDN broadband?  Perhaps, but very slow broadband.

� according to Phil Lammert, Area General Manager of Telstra Country Wide, East Maitland


� Illustrated by the notable failure of the market where competition has been attempted: 


forests of mobile phone towers (where one would do the same job at lower cost) on some high points, while most of the country has no coverage;


duplicate optical cable networks in some areas, while most go without service.
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