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1.
ABOUT CTN

The Consumers’ Telecommunications network welcomes the opportunity to put forward its view to the Government’s Broadband Advisory Group. This submission outlines some of the disparities and complexities of inequitable broadband access currently in Australia. It also recommends some strategies that could be implemented to address the concerns of residential consumers. 
The Consumers' Telecommunications Network (CTN) is a national coalition of consumer and community organisations that represents community interests in the national policy arena on telecommunications issues. CTN advocates for better access, quality of service and affordability of telecommunications services for residential consumers. 

CTN's members include national and state organisations representing consumers from non-English speaking backgrounds, Deaf consumers, indigenous people, low income consumers, people with disabilities, pensioners and superannuants, rural and remote consumers, women and consumers in general. 

CTN is an active participant in self-regulation processes through the Australian Communications Industry Forum (ACIF) and we advise regulations such as the Australian Communications Authority (ACA), the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), the Department of Communications and the Minister. We rely extensively on our members and the public for volunteer representatives and for our information about the concerns and experiences of everyday Australian households.

CTN’s policies are developed in consultation with its members and the wider community. These policies are also informed by on-going research. CTN works with the community sector, government departments and regulators and the telecommunications industry. CTN also participates in national and international telecommunications forums.

ctn objectives

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Provide a forum for discussing telecommunications matters of common interest to consumers and their organisations;

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Represent the views of CTN members on matters affecting consumers in public debate about telecommunications;

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Focus attention on consumer telecommunications problems and concerns;

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Promote the consideration of consumer interests in the development of government and corporate policies;

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Collect and disseminate information relating to telecommunications and promote familiarity with the issues;

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Monitor and analyse existing and proposed telecommunications laws, policies and services;

SYMBOL 183 \f "Symbol" \s 10 \h
Conduct research and prepare reports and submissions relating to telecommunications.


2. MEASURING BROADBAND TAKE-UP 

2.1 Appropriate Ways to Measure Broadband

Whilst current growth in residential users is encouraging, the overall residential consumer base taking up high speed or broadband internet services is extremely low in real terms. The ACCC reported 192 200 residential users for the whole of Australia in March 2002. 

CTN proposes that the take-up and success of broadband in Australia be measured on several levels. These areas come under the following categories: market development; type of residential user; growth in community, educational and open access points; increase in readily available user-friendly content and applications; quality of service; addressing security concerns and collating independent statistics.
2.2 Market Development

Market development can be gauged by monitoring the amount of choice of providers in the market place. All consumers in Australia should have a choice of service provider regardless of whether they reside in a metropolitan or regional area. CTN is aware there area many providers currently or soon to offer broadband services to businesses, however the choice for residential consumers continues to be very restricted even in metropolitan areas.

Market development can also be judged on the variation in product and service offerings and their pricing plans. At present pricing is very similar between providers which does not offer consumers much choice.

Currently consumers must sign up for longterm contracts and contribute to the cost of the modems and/or ethernet cards which are provided specifically from that service provider. This prevent consumers from shopping round firstly due to the huge expense in getting the connection (up to $400 in some instances) and secondly due to the contract duration.

It is also unlikely that at the end of the contract a consumer is going to change provider because if you do change providers you will need a completely different modem with subsequent connection fees and restrictions. Broadband services are not being rolled out with the capability of interoperability.

Market development can also therefore be judged by the advent of contract free broadband services. Consumers must also be offered the option of purchasing their own modem off the shelf as well as be able to use it interoperably between providers. Perhaps even a prepaid broadband service would indicate greater market choice. Notably prepaid services have driven market development in other areas such as mobile phones.

Another difficulty with the pricing structures is their open ended nature due to the acceptable usage policies in place. Providers want to control the amount of data that can be downloaded by any individual user so they have introduced a price disincentive. Consumers are currently confused about the meaning of the download limits due to limited explanations of what exactly a megabyte or gigabyte might be. 

Flat rate plans as well as perhaps homebrand options must be implemented. These prices would not  rely on a technical understanding and be more useful to consumers. At present many people are fearful of switching to broadband as they cannot afford unexpected high bills. 

The amount of churn in the market place will also be an indication of the success or failure of broadband in Australia. Obviously too much churn would be a discouraging sign. However a healthy level of churn between providers would indicate that there are few market impediments. Something which could not be claimed at present.

Bundling of the broadband services with other products such as telephone and pay television is also restricting consumer choices. Consumers are in some instances opting for services which they may not need in order to reduce their installation costs. Bundled services also tend to come with a long fixed term contract that lock consumers in and prevent them from shopping around.

Ultimately CTN would expect a significant drop in both connection fees and on-going service fees in order to consider the roll-out of broadband in Australia a success. At present broadband is so expensive it is outside the reach of most residential consumers.

There needs to be less of a differential between satellite, cable and xDSL services. In areas where cable and DSL is not available ISDN may be considered an alternative. However the pricing structure of current ISDN products would have to be completely revamped and retargeted to meet the needs of residential consumers.

2.3 Type of Residential Users

Undoubtedly the diversity of residential consumers taking up broadband needs to be monitored in order to establish if the rollout is being successful. If the broadband roll-out is managed properly by government policy makers then there is a real opportunity to redress digital divide issues in Australia.

When measuring the type of users, success will be gauged by looking beyond merely the number of users currently connected. It is also important to look at who these users are; their socio economic status; their ethnicity, their geographic location; and whether they are new internet users or early adopters upgrading from their current dial-up connection. It is also important to understand whether these users are operating small businesses at home or studying and using the internet for their education.

It is also important to understand why these consumers are choosing broadband. Is it service provision ? Speed ? Promised reliability ? If these criteria are not met then we could see a huge drop in consumers who keep using broadband long term. This must also be a criteria for the service success namely the length of uninterrupted service to a large number of residential consumers.

2.4 Growth in community, education and open access points; 

Adoption of broadband by community groups, educational institutions and growth in open access points must be used as an indicator of broadband roll-out success. This was highlighted in the Government’s Broadband Services Expert Group (BSEG) report of 1994.

There needs to be a concerted effort to assist community groups to migrate to broadband internet. At present there is little incentive due to the high expense involved in changing connections. Many community groups still use dial up connections whilst larger organisations may have already spent budgets installing ISDN and permanent connections. Community groups need to be subsidised to adopt broadband because as early adopters they can be leaders in raising consumer awareness about its benefits. 

Educational institutions may also need government assistance because whilst tertiary institutions are well catered for regarding access, many highschools and primary schools are not. Once again educational institutions play a role in raising consumer awareness.

The Department of Communications and the Arts can play an important role supporting the growth and sustainability of Public Open Access points. Many Local Councils are now choosing to broaden out from local libraries and set up specific Information Centres geared towards online services. Such initiatives must be supported.

2.5 Increase in user friendly, readily available content and applications

Success of broadband in Australia must also be judged on the increase in content particularly from Australian providers . Success will also be apparent when residential consumers feel confident enough with the technology to develop their own content easily.

Another aspect of content development is the nature in which the broadband network is rolled out in Australia. Symmetric provision of broadband services to residential customers will ensure that they can participate in the development of content. Essentially what this means is that the download and upload speeds should be the same (symmetric) and not asymmetric as with some of the services currently available. Asymmetric services typically restrict the users upload speed so that the customer becomes a passive consumer of content rather than an active creator of broadband content.
2.6 Collation of independent statistics

It will be vital to ensure that statistics are collated by an independent body such as the Australian Communications Authority (ACA) to ensure that suppliers do not inflate their figures to boost their marketing strategies.

The ACA should receive reports from service providers about size of customer base and down time relating to faults. In addition the ACA should as well as collate data on the customer satisfaction levels in its annual survey.

For the purposes of this response we will assume the definition of ‘success’ as a desire to measure why a consumer may take up broadband and if that motive is satisfied once the decision has been made and the service has been connected. Therefore, it is very important to split measures of ‘take-up’ from measures of ‘success’ and employ quantitative and qualitative methodologies for data collection and analysis.  Further, ‘success’ is a subjective term, which needs to be explicated through sub-definitions.

As schools, universities, government bodies, research organisations and other community-based and not-for-profit organisations are all primary consumers of broadband services, it is additionally crucial to develop research questions designed to elicit data more broadly than the current commonly employed simplistic frameworks of ‘household’ and ‘business’ use. While quantitative analysis can easily be keyed to these definitions through user-nomination of categories, we would suggest the addition of at least ‘government’ ‘community’ and  ‘education’ categories would give a more accurate reflection of take-up and success.

An in-depth interpretation needs to focus on the phenomenon of ‘layering’ of relevant variables. For example, gender differences in access persist, but are less pronounced within households with access than in workplaces, which suggests that more sophisticated analysis is needed of, for example, how gender interacts with other variables such as age, education and occupation

The Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman (TIO) will be valuable in the monitoring of the success of broadband services. The TIO already collates statistics relating to complaints. Obviously this will provide a broad base of information relating to customer satisfaction regarding billing, customer service, faults etc.

The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has an impressive portfolio of statistics tracking home Personal Computer (PC) infiltration. The ABS has a continued important role in tracking the use of broadband roll-out. Growth in the number of PCs will in turn bolster the growth in internet take-up and users choosing broadband.

It is important to look at initiatives that support the increase in PCs in areas not traditionally taking up the technology. This includes people from a lower socio economic group as well as people who speak languages other English and people with disabilities.

The ABS can also play a role tracking the roll out to units, boarding houses and nursing homes. At present the policies of service providers prevents roll-out to these customers. There may need to be some market intervention to ensure these customers are not discriminated against.

The National Office for the Information Economy has also been tracking the growth in broadband services in residential homes. There is an important role to be played in gathering information about the type of service offerings and the applications that users are finding to use broadband internet in their homes.

2.7 Quality of Service

It has been stated by many industry players that narrowband internet has been a “marginal” service at best requiring constant technical support and customer service to keep it viable. Broadband is being marketed as a huge improvement on dial-up services.

The difficulty is that in recent months with the well publicised technical problems associated with ADSL, marketing promises have simply not backed on in reality. CTN has congratulated Telstra for its  initiative customer service agreement offer now available to its ADSL customers. This has been necessary for Telstra to rebuild consumer confidence in its ADSL product. CTN would like Telstra to extend this offer to all its broadband customers.

The reality is that there will be teething problems with all new technologies and customers need to be fully aware that a new technology may not be as robust. This must also be reflected in the price early adopters pay for trying newer services. It is not enough for a company to decide simply not to highly market the product until the technical issues are resolved. Full public disclosure of a services capability and limitations must be ensured if consumers are to have on-going confidence in high speed internet providerd in Australia.

There is claims that there has been a steady improvement with dial-up services and their performance over recent years. It is arguable that mostly this is a result of consumers becoming more computer literate. More recently internet difficulties have been assisted by the Internet Assistance Program (IAP) developed by the Department for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts. This initiative is welcome although consumers are still reporting great difficulties in regional and rural areas.

CTN believes that there should be a Customer Service Guarantee for all Internet Users. At present the ACA has chosen to implement a voluntary guideline for providers listing the information to provide consumers to assist them in making a choice between providers. This voluntary guideline sets no enforceable benchmarks when it comes to quality of service.

The Customer Service Guarantee would address the following:

· The time taken to connect a new customer

· The time to wait for technical support

· Guaranteed minimum bandwidth availability

· The security provisions made for customers, ie virus protection and firewall software

· The time taken to repair a fault or service difficulty

· Fault reporting on a specific low                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         cost number

· Compensation payable for failure to meet requirements.

Resolution of these quality of service issues will encourage consumers to take up broadband services because they know they will actually get the service they pay for. It is already common practice to offer Service Level Agreements for businesses. This practice must be extended to residential consumers to build their confidence in new technologies.

Security provisions must also be adequately provided for by broadband service providers. It should be a standard part of each new customers start-up kit that they are provided with firewalls and virus protection with adequate technical support to install and use this software. Service providers have an invaluable role to play in raising customer awareness of emerging security risks as they emerge. Customers should also be given regular security alerts as new developments arise. 

The Australian Communications Authority could provide valuable data and performance monitoring in the area of quality of service. This could be achieved by extending the monitoring role that the ACA already plays for other telecommunications services in Australia. Such data would provide invaluable insight into the success of broadband as a technology for residential consumers.

3. CURRENT IMPEDIMENTS AND DRIVERS

3.1 The Digital Divide

While CTN considers the development of broadband to be of some potential future interest to all residential users – particularly if prices fall considerably – we believe that in the near future most households will remain dependent on their fixed-line telephone service for both voice and data.

Feedback from CTN’s Members would suggest that geographical, generational, gender, disability and affordability issues impede take-up of broadband and associated services. Furthermore, although much is made in the media of geographic disparities, the reality is rather more complex.

The NATSEM August 2000 study
 for example, showed socioeconomic variables as the most decisive indicators of newer technologies take-up and that geography is therefore only indicative insofar as geographic location is associated with socioeconomic status. For example, geographical differences are minimal for businesses with 71% of city and 65% of others now using the internet. By contrast, internet, and even voice-line access, is very limited for remote Aboriginal communities.

CTN has also recently found it disturbing to note that a growing number of pensioners are foregoing their standard telephone service as they cannot afford a “phone” with the increases in line rental over the past two years. Considering that the Government is considering strategies to roll-out broadband on a larger scale the fact that some consumers do not have access to even a Plain Old Telephone service (POTS) needs to be addressed. Interestingly the massive rise in mobile telephone usage has also coincided with a large increase in the amount of bad debts young people in particular are incurring.
There needs to be some research to establish the full impact of the recent drive to increase line rental in an effort to rebalance fixed line costs and increase competition in call costs. Such rebalancing is self-defeating if consumers are then prevented from accessing the POTS network and will undoubtedly affect the roll-out of more advanced services such as high-speed internet.

3.2
Summary of Impediments & Drivers

In the previous section CTN outlined a number of issues which must resolved in order to make broadband more widely available in Australia. These include:

· Price reduction in the cost of modems, installation and service provision

· Introduction of rental options for modems

· More transparency in pricing structures (i.e. not based on data limits)

· Symmetric Speed to encourage participation in content development

· Focusing content development on interactivity & participation by users

· Encouraging more variety in service offerings

· Ensuring there is more choice in providers in the residential market

· Reducing the need for long-term contracts preventing competition

· Working for national standards so that modems are interoperable

· Better regulation of bundled services particularly in the area of complaints handling

· Revamping & re-pricing of ISDN

· Addressing the access restrictions for consumers living in units

· Subsidies for community organisations, local council initiatives for open access points and educational institutions.

· Supporting initiatives that roll-out PCs to homes traditional not likely to be able to purchase a computer.

· Supporting initiatives that are developing appliances which give access to the high speed internet without the complexity of a computer therefore reducing the need for training and support (e.g. webTV)

· Addressing the quality of service concerns.

In summary however , CTN believes that the greatest impediments to and likely drivers of broadband take-up is with digital divide/digital dividend issues and processes. These most be redressed by a broad based policy strategy adopted and driven by government.


4. POSSIBLE POLICY SOLUTIONS

Current and emerging challenges exist on two levels. Firstly, there are challenges of a pragmatic nature to do with the quality, cost and availability of services and secondly there are the ‘big picture’ challenges of social context.

4.1
A Customer Service Guarantee

In the case of the former, providing consumers with confidence about the reliability, quality and pricing of broadband access is essential to the continued development of access. We therefore suggest that consumers would be confident in engaging the services of an ISP who can assure standards on the following:

· The time taken to connect a new customer

· The time to wait for technical support

· Guaranteed minimum bandwidth availability

· The security provisions made for customers, ie virus protection and firewall software

· The time taken to repair a fault or service difficulty

· Fault reporting on a specific low cost number

· Compensation payable for failure to meet requirements.

CTN recommends that the Broadband Advisory Group (BAG) should decide to support the implementation of a Customer Service Guarantee to ensure minimum service level agreements are offered to residential consumers.

4.2 Bridging the Digital Divide

In terms of social context we believe that the digital divide can only be overcome by a concerted and unified approach to projects that build bridges. Genuine access needs to include access to qualified teachers, appropriate software and appropriate web content. It also needs a minimum basic income to enable technology security and upgrades and a climate fostering an all-inclusiveness that cuts across the barriers of age, gender, income, background and ethnicity.

Although most, but not all Australians have some access to the standard telephone service, a comparatively major step is needed for the provision of reasonable internet and email access. At the same time, there has been a significant qualitative change in that access to information has become increasingly dependent on the individual capacity to access information in digital form. 

Therefore full public access to essential information and the sort of basic connectivity that sustains social integration is declining, in the same way that is encountered through lack of access to a basic telephone service.

Therefore, CTN would welcome specific, targeted initiatives that enhance and ensure basic access. For example, we would like to see more internet access points, with adequate technical and pedagogic support, easily and visibly available in public places that are genuinely accessible to all Australians. 

Education needs to be restructured so that everyone gains some experience in integrating the internet as a learning tool. While education resources are unequally divided between those already relatively well off and others, any initiatives through an unequal education system can only exacerbate the problems.

4.3 Price Controls

There must be a review of the currently pricing for broadband services currently in Australia. There needs to be more transparency so that consumers do not need a great deal of technical expertise to understand their bills. Whilst charging by amounts of data may well be the preferred option of providers it is not readily understood by consumers. Billing standards and benchmarks must be developed to assist with the roll-out of more data based services (e.g. Voice telephony over the Internet –VoIP).

In addition there needs to be incentives for service providers to offer greater choice in products including no contract, prepaid and home-brand options. Such incentives may be provided by the Government through the use of 

Price controls. CTN believes this would be a major driver in expanding the user base of high speed internet in Australia.

There must also be better regulation of bundled services. CTN acknowledges that bundling services is a legitimate business strategy to assist in the take of new services. However CTN has concerns is the area of anti-competitive behaviour and price transparency.

Bundling can be used to lock consumers in to taking up services they do not want and prevent them from churning at a later date. Bundling non telecommunications services with telecommunications services may in some instances render the provision of non telecommunications services unregulated. 

In addition bundled services are not always subject to the same level of credit provision checks and discounts and how they apply may also not be clearly represented by the pricing plans.

CTN recommends that there be an investigation into bundling and its applications in the telecommunications industry and its implications for the roll-out of Broadband in Australia.

CTN also recommends that as price caps for broadband services  and rental options for modems would facilitate the growth in household take-up they should be adopted as government policy as soon as practicable.

4.4 Technology Development & Standards

CTN is concerned that at present there is no national standards for high speed internet modems which ensures that they are interoperable regardless of the service provider. CTN believes this is a serious impediment to the development of broadband in Australia. 

Ultimately there will be no off-the-shelf options until this issue is resolved. Unless the government ensures regulation in this area service providers will be able to build “walled garden” type services. Consumers will be locked into using the same provider or forced to pay exorbitant set-up costs every time they churn.

There is also an argument that many consumers still do not want to get a PC in their homes due to the complexity of installing and using them. The government should consider providing incentives for projects which would roll-out more user-friendly appliances such as web TV and set top boxes with remote controls. The technology to access the internet must become simpler and cheaper in order to ensure widespread take-up.

4.5 Complaints Handling

CTN is aware of a number of areas of concerns regarding complaints handling which is inadequate regarding broadband services. Firstly there is the issue of the cost of  making a complaint. Some Internet Service Providers are currently charging their customers for making complaints to the TIO. This practice is appalling and must be stopped.

Secondly CTN believes the TIO jurisdiction must be increased to cover Customer Premise Equipment to ensure that modems and Ethernet cards are covered.

Finally the TIO jurisdiction should also be increased to handle complaints about pay TV which is often bundled with a broadband service. At present there is no Alternative Disputer Resolution (ADR) Scheme or government department to whom we can refer pay TV complaints.


5. STRATEGIES FOR RAISING BROADBAND AWARENESS 

At CTN, we sometimes encounter an attitude that presupposes that advertising  and other promotional material is the equivalent of consumer advice and information. We believe there is a largely unmet need for clearer, hype-free information.

In our membership survey last year, for example, the most frequent (unprompted) response to a question about competition in the sector was that consumers are less protected, and that no-one takes responsibility. The third equal response in the survey, at ten per cent, was that the information generated by competitors was very confusing, very unclear, lacked essential information and buried information about costs. Eighth on the list of mention in the survey, at five per cent, was that the hype, advertising and over-marketing in the sector is annoying. 

CTN believes that there must be a concerted training and consumer awareness strategy implemented nationally. The success of such a strategy will be pivoted on the involvement of community groups, local councils and educational institutions.


6. DEVELOPING MARKETABLE APPLICATIONS
In the future CTN imagines there will be a great deal more that residential consumers can do with the broadband. At present most users of the internet predominantly use it for email. Some use it for web browsing and research purposes. Fewer still use the internet to download content such as audio visual files. To date there is only marginal use of the internet on an interactive level. Mostly this is people using online gaming and chat programs. 

There needs to be a significant growth in the applications and content that actually requires broadband in order for it to be an attractive proposition for household budgets already over stretched by the growing telecommunications budgets. Such new content must be interactive and focus on participation. 

There need to be more on-line education offerings, webTV, video telephony, audio visual email programs, datacasting, video on demand services, and telemedicine services offered for use in the home. It is notable that in order to really take proper advantage of such technology most consumers will need a more highly powered computer than is the presently the norm in households with computers.

Another aspect of content development is the nature in which the broadband network is rolled out in Australia. Symmetric provision of broadband services to residential customers will ensure that they can participate in the development of content. Essentially what this means is that the download and upload speeds should be the same (symmetric) and not asymmetric as with some of the services currently available. Asymmetric services typically restrict the users upload speed so that the customer becomes a passive consumer of content rather than an active creator of broadband content.

7. EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND BUSINESS MODELS

CTN has increasingly contributed to consumer input at the design stage of international standards for all information and communications technologies. What follows is a summary of Australia’s proposal that has been accepted by the International Telecommunications Union Technical Standards Advisory Group (ITU-T TSAG). We believe the proposal is both relevant and easily adaptable as a guide to the consumer needs and expectations that should be taken into account when new business models are being developed for emerging technologies. Business models should therefore incorporate the capacity:
· To Develop Checklists of consumer issues to indicate what should be taken into consideration when recommendations are being developed. The checklist would include consideration of technology design principles such as ease of use, universal design principles (including for people with disabilities), backwards compatibility, cost, time to market, health, safety and privacy.

· To Render Consumer Information in ‘plain language’ so as to be easily accessible for all readers to grasp the potential implications for potential products and services. Where appropriate, samples and test models should be made available so consumers can provide input informed by a ‘hands on’ experience. 

· Consumer Liaison – Those developing business models for emerging technologies should as relevant, communicate with consumer/end-user groups to raise awareness of the issues being considered and to encourage contributions.


8. OTHER ISSUES LIKELY TO EMERGE 

In the short to mid-term future, we are interested in government, academic, industry and community partnerships that provide geographic communities of connection such as that developed in Wellington, New Zealand, under the auspices of the 2020 Project. The business plan for that particular project was developed by the Wellington City Council and envisaged as an asset to the city in the same way that connection of basic utilities like water, roads and electricity are considered as part of the basic infrastructure of civic life. 

In summary CTN is most interested in policy intervention in market developments that will ensure universal availability of broadband connectivity. 


9. CONCLUSION

In 1998 CTN submitted a paper to the Digital Data Capability Inquiry. Many of the recommendations relating to affordability and access are still relevant.

Quote:

“Equitable access to digital data capability:

Our central concern in this debate is equity, ensuring that the gap between the haves and have nots does not increase. At present, of the small proportion of Australian households connected to the internet, most are tertiary educated and on middle to high incomes. Without some regulatory intervention it is likely that this pattern will continue.

We are disappointed that despite the promises made to the 1996 Standard Telephone Service Review, there are no other options currently available for getting fast data capacity, and that despite a competitive market, Telstra is able to price its offering beyond our means. 

The gap between the capacity available to city and to non-urban households also continues to be unsatisfactorily large. Upgrading rural, regional and remote access networks is a priority which cannot be adequately addressed by the piecemeal approach of the Regional Telecommunications Infrastructure Fund.  Whatever is mandated for the Universal Service Obligation should be equally available throughout Australia.

Recommendations:

1. The Universal Service Obligation should include the offer of affordable, competitively available ISDN for households which request it.

2. Priority should be given to improving the quality of service in regional, rural and remote areas.

3. Provision of a digital data capability should not increase the price of any other telecommunications service covered by the Universal Service Obligation. 

4. The situation should be reviewed again in two years to consider whether it is still necessary to cross-subsidise and price cap it. Once more people are using it, we may also get a clearer idea of whether it is really a communications rather than an entertainment service, and whether other changes need to be made, such as mandating something else which will work better, faster, or cheaper.”

End Quote.

In addition CTN recommends that:

The Government should adopt a national strategy for the roll-out of broadband on a national level. This strategy must address digital divide issues and allow for government intervention where necessary such as price controls to ensure full participation by all Australian citizens.

That the Government should support a widespread consumer education and awareness campaign about information technology, personal computers and the internet – it’s benefits and drawbacks.

That a steering committee comprising of representation from peak consumer bodies be established to monitor the roll-out and advise on appropriate Government action as necessary.

Finally:

CTN is concerned that in the roll-out of broadband services focus must not shift from ensuring that all Australians have access the POTS or Plain Old Telephone. 

The reality is that telecommunications costs for residential consumers have risen exponentially with the advent of modern technologies. Accessing services such as the internet and mobile telephone are in many instances essential. A compelling argument for ensuring that the business models adopted for the roll out of broadband are inclusive rather than exclusive.

CTN wishes the Broadband Advisory group (BAG) all the best in their deliberations.

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​_______________________________________________________







� Hellwig Otto and  Lloyd Rachel (21 August 2000) Sociodemographic Barriers to Utilisation and Participation in Telecommunications Services and Their Regional Distribution NATSEM, University of Canberra, ACT
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