
  

 

Chapter 4 
Sky Muster 

Introduction 
4.1 The previous chapter highlighted the customer experience when connecting to 
the National Broadband Network (NBN). Evidence to the committee drew particular 
attention to the experience of customers when connecting to the nbn satellite service—
Sky Muster. Drawing on some themes discussed in Chapter 3, this chapter presents 
the committee's evidence about the customer experience as it relates to Sky Muster. 

Background 
4.2 nbn's Sky Muster service comprises two satellites: the first (Sky Muster) was 
launched in October 2015 and commenced operation in May 2016, the second (Sky 
Muster II) was launched in October 2016. The Sky Muster service is designed for 
homes and businesses in rural and remote Australia that fall outside the fixed line and 
fixed wireless areas.1  
4.3 The Sky Muster satellite service covers mainland Australia and Tasmania, and 
remote islands such as Norfolk Island, Christmas Island, Lord Howe Island and Cocos 
(Keeling) Islands. 
4.4 Prior to Sky Muster, satellite services were provided by the Interim Satellite 
Service (ISS) which ceased operating in February 2017. The Department of 
Communications and the Arts (the Department) provided detail about how Sky Muster 
compares to other Australian satellite services since 2005. 

Table 4.1: Australian satellite services since 20052 

 Australian 
Broadband 
Guarantee (ABG) 

Interim 
Satellite 
Solution (ISS) 

NBN Co Subsidy 
Scheme (NSS)3 

nbn Sky Muster  
satellite service 

Years 2005 – 2011 2011 – 2017  2014 – 2017 2016 onwards  

Design 
Downlink 
Speed 

512kbps 6 Mbps 3 Mbps 25 Mbps 

Users ~100,000 48,000 9,000 >200,000 (projected ) 

                                              
1  nbn, The new nbn Sky Muster service Fact Sheet, 2016.  

2  Department of Communications and the Arts, answers to questions on notice, (received 
6 February 2017), p. 11. 

3  The NSS provided satellite services for households and business during the period after the ISS 
had reached its capacity and before the Sky Muster service was operational. 
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Sky Muster connections and activations 
4.5 In their Full Year Results 2017, nbn reported 418,135 premises ready for 
service (RFS) and 74,931 active end users connected to Sky Muster as shown below. 
Table 4.2: Cumulative active end users and premises ready for service4 

Satellite 30 June 2016 31 March 2017 30 June 2017 

Cumulative active 
end users 

38, 794 68, 735 74, 931 

Cumulative 
premises RFS 

409, 959 413, 601 418, 135 

4.6 Table 4.3 below outlines satellite coverage and number of activations by 
jurisdiction as reported in the nbn weekly report to 31 August 2017. 
Table 4.3—Sky Muster premises covered and activated by jurisdiction (as at 
31 August 2017)5 

Jurisdiction Premises 
covered 

Premises 
activated 

Jurisdiction Premises 
covered 

Premises 
activated 

ACT 372 66 SA 33, 663 5, 403 

NSW 125, 515 27, 741 TAS 15, 078 3, 652 

NT 12, 027 2, 040 VIC 75, 214 11, 890 

QLD 95, 010 16, 361 WA 62, 894 11, 068 

Customer experiences on Sky Muster 
4.7 The committee received evidence from a range of individuals and 
organisations describing their experiences using the Sky Muster service. Some 
witnesses and submitters outlined positive experiences however, much of the evidence 
to the inquiry focused on the challenges to access and use Sky Muster. 
4.8 When discussing a range of rollout matters, Mr Michael Hendry, South West 
Independent National Broadband Network Adviser, Regional Development Australia 
– South West observed: 

…we don't have millions connected in the south-west as yet, but I have had 
four reports in the past three months of people being very positive about 
their experiences on the Sky Muster satellite, achieving speeds in the range 
of 22 to 23 in download, and an upload of 2½ to 3½. So, for many of those 

                                              
4  Source: nbn, Third Quarter Results 2017 and Full year results 2017. 

5  Source: nbn, nbn Weekly Progress Report as of 31 August 2017. 
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people who've had very ordinary ADSL services in the past, they are really 
quite impressed with the improvement in service.6 

4.9 Mrs Rachel Hay, Data Analyst, Better Internet for Rural, Regional and 
Remote Australia (BIRRR), advised that many comments included in their research 
say that 'when it works it is fantastic'. When the system works, the speeds achieved are 
appropriate but the data allowance is not.7 
4.10 The majority of evidence about Sky Muster challenges focused on three key 
areas: 
• installation, connections, and quality (speed and data limits) of the service 

once connected;  
• current suite of plans not meeting the needs of the community; and 
• the appropriateness of the allocation of satellite to particular areas. 
Installation, connection and quality of service 
4.11 As with fixed line connections, Sky Muster customers enter a contract with 
their preferred RSP to access satellite services on the NBN. According to nbn's 
website, there are currently 11 RSPs offering Sky Muster services.8 
4.12 As shown in Figure 4.1, the equipment installed is comprised of three 
components: satellite dish and cable that connects the dish into the property, wall 
outlet, and nbn modem. Some installations may require a power pack, depending on 
the installation location.9 

                                              
6  Mr Michael Hendry, South West Independent National Broadband Network Adviser, Regional 

Development Australia – South West, Proof Committee Hansard, 17 July 2017, p. 42. 

7  Mrs Rachel Hay, Data Analyst, Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, 
Committee Hansard, 7 April 2017, p. 36.  

8  nbn, Choose a provider, http://www.nbnco.com.au/connect-home-or-business/check-your-
address/choose-a-provider-sky-muster.html.  

9  nbn, User Guide Sky Muster service, 2016, p. 4  

http://www.nbnco.com.au/connect-home-or-business/check-your-address/choose-a-provider-sky-muster.html
http://www.nbnco.com.au/connect-home-or-business/check-your-address/choose-a-provider-sky-muster.html
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Figure 4.1: Sky Muster equipment10 

 
 

Installation and connection 
4.13 nbn's User Guide Sky Muster service provides information about the 
installation process: 

Once your nbn supplied equipment has been installed and checked by the 
nbn approved installer, depending on your service provider, you can 
commence using your Sky Muster service. If you have problems connecting 
to the internet, you should contact your service provider to have your 
service activated. Once you have an active service you can connect your 
equipment to your nbn modem…and begin enjoying your new service over 
the nbn network.11 

4.14 The committee heard evidence that for many customers the installation and 
connection process had not been a smooth one, particularly in relation to missed 
technician appointments and poor communication about the installation and 
connection process. A technician failing to fulfil an installation appointment or unable 
to complete the installation on the first appointment is particularly problematic for 
customers in rural, regional and remote areas due to the distance to travel and the 
subsequent additional time required to undertake a follow up appointment.  
4.15 Several witnesses and submitters reported multiple missed appointments.12 
BIRRR submitted that some Sky Muster customers have experienced up to 12 

                                              
10  Source: nbn, User Guide Sky Muster service, 2016. 

11  nbn, User Guide Sky Muster service, 2016, p. 4 

12  See for example, Mrs Joanna Gibson, Communications Portfolio Leader, Federal Council, 
Isolated Children's Parents' Association of Australia, Proof Committee Hansard, 26 June 2017, 
p. 17. 



 71 

 

cancelled installation appointments.13 The committee was also advised that there can 
be long delays between ordering a service and installation.14 
4.16 Ms Susan Parsons, Senior Engagement Officer, Mareeba Shire Council 
explained a situation where an installation was unable to be completed because the 
contractor did not have the appropriate equipment: 

In some cases there have been delays like that that we have heard of when 
there have been problems with installing technology and handovers 
between different contractors and lack of information and lack of 
communication between contractors. An example just this week was one 
contractor comes out and it is a tiled roof and he does not have the 
equipment and he has to go away. A second one comes out all the way from 
Melbourne and does not have the equipment or there was some other 
issue.15 

4.17 The committee was also made aware of inefficiencies in the appointment 
making process: 

Installers have had issues with orders being placed by delivery partners on a 
daily basis, resulting in no common sense 'milk run' installations being able 
to occur. Often installers are sent to install a service many hundreds of 
kilometres away, only to travel back along the same road two days later.16 

4.18 Mrs Joanna Gibson, Communications Portfolio Leader, Federal Council, 
Isolated Children's Parents' Association of Australia (ICPA), provided the following 
observations on the appointment making process: 

The number of excess kilometres travelled by installers who individually 
connect up NBN services on a property that may have up to four 
connections is appalling… 

Members report the difficulty of being able to contact the individual 
technician prior to them travelling to remote properties. The different levels 
of people that need to be contacted and dealt with include the service 
provider, NBN, the installation company and the technician, who often do 
not seem to be able to see reports generated by different levels. To be asked 
to provide photos of equipment installed and email them to the service 
provider when you have no internet coverage seems to show a complete 
lack of understanding of where some of these locations are.17 

                                              
13  Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, Submission 101, p. 17. 

14  See, for example, Mr Rob van der End, Chief Executive Officer, Clear Networks, Committee 
Hansard, 19 April 2017, p. 32, Ms Jo Shannon, Secretariat, Rural Councils Victoria, Committee 
Hansard, 20 April 2017, p. 48,  

15  Ms Susan Parsons, Senior Engagement Officer, Mareeba Shire Council, Committee Hansard, 7 
April 2017, p. 15. 

16  Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, Submission 101, p. 20. 

17  Mrs Joanna Gibson, Communications Portfolio Leader, Federal Council, Isolated Children's 
Parents' Association of Australia, Proof Committee Hansard, 26 June 2017, pp. 17-18.  
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4.19 A survey conducted by BIRRR found that 20 per cent of Sky Muster services 
did not activate on installation.18  
Quality of service 
4.20 Submitters and witnesses highlighted issues once connected to Sky Muster 
including: slow download and upload speeds, frequent drop outs and intermittent 
service, insufficient data capacity/quotas, adverse weather conditions affecting 
connections and latency issues on voice services. 
4.21 In its submission and at the public hearing in Townsville, BIRRR explained a 
number of challenges reported to their organisation.19  
4.22 BIRRR advised that the current speeds on Sky Muster (i.e. 12Mbps and 
25Mbps) were working well however service reliability is an ongoing issue.20 
4.23 Dr Greg Leach, Senior Policy Adviser, AgForce Queensland described 
challenges using voice services over Sky Muster: 

The voice latency, particularly from Sky Muster user to Sky Muster user in 
different parts of rural and remote, can be quite severe, particularly for 
children. This has been related to me a number of times from different 
members who have children on distance education. When there is a latency 
of 1.6 seconds or so, it breaks down our human ability to communicate 
quickly. It staggers conversations that, previously, they had had quite easily 
on the copper system or on the systems that they had before.21 

4.24 Several submitters noted they are experiencing a high frequency of drop outs, 
particularly in wet and stormy conditions.22   
4.25 The Northern Territory Government submitted: 

The nature of extreme weather conditions common within the Northern 
Territory, especially in the coastal regions, makes satellite unreliable due to 
rain fade and loss of signal. In a natural disaster satellite communications 
are likely to fail precisely at the time a community needs them the most.23 

                                              
18  Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, Submission 101, p. 19. There were a 

total of 989 responses to the survey. See: Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote 
Australia, Sky Muster Survey Results, 2017, p. 4. 

19  Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, Submission 101, pp. 17–21, 
Mrs Kylie Stretton, Co-Founder, Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, 
Committee Hansard, 7 April 2017, p. 31. 

20  Mrs Kylie Stretton, Co-Founder, Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, 
Committee Hansard, 7 April 2017, p. 37. 

21  Dr Greg Leach, Senior Policy Adviser, AgForce Queensland, Committee Hansard, 6 April 
2017, p. 27. 

22  See, for example, Mr Robert Paton, Submission 71, p. 1, Mr Martin Nichols, Submission 75, 
p. 1,  

23  Northern Territory Government, Submission 2, p. 1. See also, Queensland Government, 
Submission 21, p. 30. 
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4.26 BIRRR's submission also discussed weather conditions and the impact on 
types of satellites like Sky Muster: 

Issues with 'rain fade' are also a considerable impediment to take-up of nbn 
satellite service. Nbn Sky Muster is an all Ka band satellite system. Ku 
band, Very Small Aperture Terminal (VSAT) systems may provide up to 
99.95% availability, while Ka band availability is generally poorer at 
around 99.5% for a similar VSAT cost. '99.5% availability' means that a 
customer can be off-line due to weather effects, for up to 50 minutes per 
week or greater. Sky Muster customers are recording weather-related 
outage events of these magnitudes on a regular basis. In addition, rain fade 
affects the major earth stations and not only customer dishes. When weather 
takes out an earth station it also takes out thousands of Sky Muster 
services.24 

4.27 The committee also received evidence describing challenges from the 
perspective of RSPs. Mr Rob van der End, Chief Executive Officer, Clear Networks, a 
RSP providing NBN services, explained some of the challenges experienced when 
Sky Muster service commenced: 

The launch of the NBN Sky Muster program was beset with issues from the 
beginning, starting with the mode of how to connect customers. After 
launch we faced a service dogged with unreliability; daily minor outages 
through to major ones lasting many days; installers failing to arrive—some 
on multiple occasions; delays to installation; activation and dropout issues; 
speed and performance issues; slow or non-response to tickets; and, of 
course, managing the fair use policy of the NBN. Contrasting previous 
programs, the NBN Sky Muster program shows how industry often delivers 
a better service where we have control over the install process—which we 
do not in NBN-world—and customers do not understand this, so they 
always refer back to the service provider. There is very little visibility over 
the network and outages on other platforms were rare, and we have no 
control over this with the NBN. 

4.28 Mr van der End went on to explain further: 
As a result, over the following eight months calls to our help desk increased 
by 250 per cent, requiring additional staffing, training costs and placing 
stress on our staff, who were often without the insights or ability to control 
the customer-facing issue. TIOs [complaints to the TIO] increased to 
unprecedented levels and our reputation on social media was tarnished. I do 
not want to understate the reputational damage that is suffered when, as a 
service provider, you are left with communication tweaks to respond to 
customers and daily dealing with brand damage issues.25 

                                              
24  Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, Submission 101, p. 44. 

25  Mr Rob van der End, Chief Executive Officer, Clear Networks, Committee Hansard, 19 April 
2017, p. 24. 
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Current plans not meeting the needs of the community 
Sky Muster plans currently available 
4.29 At the wholesale level, two speed options are available to RSPs on Sky 
Muster: 12Mbps download with a 1Mbps upload, or 25Mbps download with a 5Mbps 
upload.  
4.30 As detailed in the Full year results 2017, as at 30 June 2017, 66 per cent of 
Sky Muster customers have chosen the 25/5 speed plan (see below). 
Table 4.4: Sky Muster speed tier mix (Mbps)26 

 30 June 2016 30 June 2017 

12/1 26 % 34 % 

25/5 74 % 66 % 

Total 100 % 100 % 

4.31 nbn has a Fair Use Policy27 that applies to Sky Muster—this applies between 
nbn and retail service providers (RSPs). RSPs may also have a separate fair use policy 
which applies to households.  
4.32 A nbn fact sheet about Sky Muster notes: 

Satellite capacity is a finite resource and nbn plans to work closely with 
internet service providers to help ensure they manage capacity properly, so 
that everyone has access to a great online experience.28 

4.33 Under the Fair Use Policy, nbn places useage limitations on its customers (i.e 
RSPs). In the event that RSPs exceed the mandated limits, they are required to pay 
additional charges and, in some circumstances, nbn may decline orders or suspend 
supply.29 
4.34 RSPs can request that nbn waives obligations under the Fair Use Policy for 
Public Interest Premises—a premise used for a public interest purpose including an 
indigenous community organisation, not-for-profit organisation, educational facility, 
health facility or local government facility. 
4.35 Evidence to the committee noted the current range of Sky Muster products are 
not meeting the needs of the community, with particular reference to: cost, speed 
constraints, download restrictions, and the limit of one plan per premise.  
4.36 Rural Councils Victoria noted that the cost of NBN services on satellite are 
not competitive with other technologies: 

                                              
26  Adapted from, nbn, Full year results 2017, p. 10.  

27  nbn, Fair Use Policy, Wholesale Broadband Agreement, 2016. 

28  nbn, The new nbn Sky Muster service Fact Sheet, 2016, p. 2. 

29  nbn, Fair Use Policy, Wholesale Broadband Agreement, 2016, p. 6. 
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NBN pricing on satellite is not seen as being as competitive with other 
forms of NBN service, reinforcing the idea that rural customers are paying 
more for an essential utility than their regional or city-based cousins. 
Download limits of a maximum 150 gigabytes, plus 50 gigabytes per 
student up to an additional 150 gigabytes per household, are in place on the 
Sky Muster satellite service. This does not provide modern download limits 
to rural areas.30 

4.37 Customers are currently limited to a single Sky Muster plan per premise 
which particularly poses challenges for residential premises who may also be 
operating a business.31  
4.38 The Regional, Rural and Remote Communications Coalition submitted: 

There are some limitations in the nbn design which are preventing 
consumers from getting full benefit from Sky Muster services. Limitations 
in the plans, particularly the Fair Use Policy (FUP) over Sky Muster 
services, are restricting use by regional, rural and remote consumers. 
Generally, consumers are limited to having one plan per location. This 
severely limits many consumers who are trying to run businesses, offer 
employees and tourists' data and possibly study for tertiary education 
qualifications as well as general residential use, all from one limited plan.32 

Limitations of the Fair Use Policy 
4.39 Evidence to the committee indicated that the application of the Fair Use 
Policy is affecting people's ability to access and use their NBN service to meet their 
needs. 33 
4.40 In its submission BIRRR explained: 

…the average household monthly usage for families connected to NBN is 
141 gigabytes per month. The maximum peak available to a Sky Muster 
user is half of that: 70 gigabytes. A survey conducted by BIRRR, in late 
2016, highlighted that 51 per cent of Sky Muster is used for business. Far 
too many regional users are being forced onto Sky Muster, which, by any 
measure, falls a long way short of the capabilities promised by NBN. This 
is a system that frequently does not allow for the absolute basics, such as 
internet banking, and is not in a position to contemplate, let along capitalise 
on, the technical revolutions of the future.34 

                                              
30  Ms Jo Shannon, Secretariat, Rural Councils Victoria, Committee Hansard, 20 April 2017, p. 49.  

31  See for example, NSW Farmers' Association, Submission 104, p. 9. 

32  Regional, Rural and Remote Communications Coalition, Submission 44, p. 3. 

33  See for example, ACCAN, Submission 22, p. 15; Regional, Rural and Remote Communications 
Coalition, Submission 44, p. 3; Grain Growers Limited, Submission 82, p.3; Cotton Australia, 
Submission 46, p. 1.  

34  Mrs Kylie Stretton, Co-Founder, Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, 
Committee Hansard, 7 April 2017, p. 31.  
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4.41 Respondents to a survey about Sky Muster conducted by BIRRR reported a 
preference to have more flexibility to perform tasks without using all of their available 
data during peak periods: 

Some of the respondents said they want to be able to update without using 
all their peak data. If they want to update their programs, they have to wait 
until between 1 am and 7 am to try and set that up. Some of these people do 
not know how to use technology. They know how to turn the computer on 
and open their email or their browser, but they do not know how to set up 
something to update at a different time. A lot of them want to do research 
on their business. A lot of them are looking at doing webinars about how to 
conduct business and improve their business skills. They would like to 
FaceTime or Skype with people, which you cannot do currently. Nearly 
seven per cent of them cannot even get onto social media; they cannot even 
have communication with other people through social media.35 

4.42 ACCAN also provided evidence about the limitations on the current Sky 
Muster plans: 

There have been a lot of problems with the rollout of Sky Muster so it has 
been unreliable and NBN is on the record for saying that they are having 
'worse than teething problems' in addressing that. The big problem that 
people are experiencing with Sky Muster in remote areas is that they want 
more data than is being provided on the plans available and also that they 
are limited to off-peak and on-peak plans, which affect their usage in 
various different ways, particularly if they are running businesses. I am sure 
you have heard of the hashtag called #datadrought. There is a huge cry out 
that people should be able to purchase more data if it is available, 
particularly in very remote areas where they have no other options. Some 
people on Sky Muster still have mobile broadband as an option where they 
live so they are bolstering their usage with that. Some people are choosing 
to just use that and not go on Sky Muster but of course that is a more 
expensive service.36 

4.43 Witnesses explained that there is a general community expectation in rural 
areas that services on Sky Muster will differ from plans offered in city areas and 
places of high urban density.37 Whilst this was noted, it was stressed that the plans on 
offer should not be cost prohibitive and should be structured in a way to meet the 
needs of the community.38  

                                              
35  Mrs Rachel Hay, Data Analyst, Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, 

Committee Hansard, 7 April 2017, p. 37.  

36  Ms Teresa Corbin, Chief Executive Officer, Australian Communications Consumer Action 
Network, Committee Hansard, 19 April 2017, p. 8. 

37  See for example, Mr Alex Green, Chief Executive Officer, Mansfield Shire Council, Committee 
Hansard, 20 April 2017, p. 32.  

38  See for example, Mrs Kylie Stretton, Co-Founder, Better Internet for Rural, Regional and 
Remote Australia, Committee Hansard, 7 April 2017, p. 37. 
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4.44 In this context, the need for some restrictions to be in place to monitor 
individuals' use of the satellite service was acknowledged. Ms Lee Longmire, 
a community member from Narrandera Shire Council, told the committee: 

Yes, I understand that there does need to be some sort of fair use policy, but 
it also needs to be fair itself. Having a fair use policy is not a problem, so 
long as it matches community standards and expectations of what fair use 
of data is. If the data that is being provided on Sky Muster is a quarter of 
what the average user, as NBN Co has stated, is currently consuming, then 
that, to me, is not right and should be rectified. We should be keeping Sky 
Muster to a reasonable standard from what the average user on NBN is 
consuming so that we can try to maintain and close the gap that is currently 
broadening every day. The longer that this keeps going and the less data 
that is rolled out for Sky Muster users, the worse off anyone in that 
footprint is going to be.39 

Eligibility criteria for Sky Muster connections 
4.45 The committee notes that the rollout of the NBN always included a satellite 
service. Throughout the inquiry, several submitters and witnesses expressed concern 
about the increased number of premises assigned to Sky Muster. 
4.46 At a public hearing in Townsville, Mrs Kylie Stretton, Co-Founder, BIRRR 
noted: 

But there are way too many people who are mapped for Sky Muster. I live 
11 kilometres from Charters Towers. I can pretty much see a fixed wireless 
tower from our roof, but it beams back over Charters Towers. I am by no 
means remote. I should not really be on Sky Muster; we should have more 
fixed wireless towers. There are whole towns being taken off ADSL and 
put onto Sky Muster.40 

4.47 Dr Leach, AgForce Queensland, expressed concern about the number of 
people being placed onto the satellite service: 

We are quite alarmed that, as the program continues on, there is over-
subscription on some of the sectors on the satellite. We are concerned that 
the people who are put onto Sky Muster are those who really need it, as 
opposed to shuffling people on because it is the easiest option at this point. 
We are firmly of the view that fixed wireless options have much greater 
reliability and accessibility for a large number of people that have been put 
onto Sky Muster.41 

4.48 Mr Peter Johnson, Manager, Information, Communications and Technology, 
Western Australian Local Government Association told the committee: 

                                              
39  Ms Lee Longmire, Community Member, Committee Hansard, 20 April 2017, p. 28. 

40  Mrs Kylie Stretton, Co-Founder, Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia 
Committee Hansard, 7 April 2017, p. 35. 

41  Dr Greg Leach, Senior Policy Adviser, AgForce Queensland, Committee Hansard, 6 April 
2017, p. 25. 
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In the original discussion around satellite it was to be a technology of last 
resort, not an infill mechanism. We're finding that some areas where there 
was an expectation for at the very least fixed a wireless connection are now 
being coloured in on the map, if you like, as ready for service using 
satellite. If it's an interim measure, we can live with that and it's fantastic 
that those people are being connected; if it's a long-term measure then it's 
not fine, because that is to the detriment of those areas, particularly if you 
have fairly local metropolitan areas or regional centres where people aren't 
able to take advantage of reasonable internet.42 

4.49 Mrs Gibson, ICPA, explained that premises eligible for fixed wireless 
connections are being advised that Sky Muster is the only option: 

There have also been instances of people who would like to subscribe to the 
NBN network being told that Sky Muster is their only option, but they are 
actually eligible for fixed wireless connections. Due to maps not being 
updated in a timely manner, their application is being refused by the RSP. 
This causes a lot of toing and froing, and this type of misinformation causes 
great confusion for members. There needs to be one point of contact who 
advocates for the customer during the installation or fault repair process.43 

4.50 Ms Lee Longmire, a community member from Nerranderra Shire Council 
who resides in a Sky Muster area, informed the committee she received advice from a 
private company that a fixed wireless signal may be available at her house despite 
being outside nbn's designated fixed wireless footprint area.44 
4.51 The committee heard evidence of entire communities being assigned to Sky 
Muster in contrast to neighbouring communities who have been assigned other 
technologies such as fixed wireless or FTTN. 
4.52 Kaniva, a major township of West Wimmera Shire Council (WWSC) in 
regional Victoria, has been assigned to the Sky Muster satellite service. A number of 
towns surrounding Kaniva (including Bordertown and Nhill) are being connected to 
the NBN using either fixed wireless, or FTTC, using existing infrastructure running 
through the Western Highway. Kaniva's main street is the Western Highway. 
4.53 WWSC has made representation to nbn and the Minister for Communications' 
office to seek to have the decision about the choice of technology changed.45 
The Mayor of West Wimmera Shire Council, Councillor Bruce Meyer, questioned the 
equity of the situation when Edenhope, another major township of WWSC, is similar 

                                              
42  Mr Peter Johnson, Manager, Information, Communications and Technology, Western 

Australian Local Government Association, Proof Committee Hansard, 17 July 2017, p. 2. 

43  Mrs Joanna Gibson, Communications Portfolio Leader, Federal Council, Isolated Children's 
Parents' Association of Australia, Proof Committee Hansard, 26 June 2017, p. 18. 

44  Ms Lee Longmire, Community Member, Committee Hansard, 20 April 2017, p. 25. See also, 
Better Internet for Rural, Regional and Remote Australia, Submission 101, p. 13, who 
highlighted challenges with establishing fixed wireless connections. 

45  West Wimmera Shire Council, Submission 165 and Proof Committee Hansard, 27 June 2017, 
pp. 60-67. 
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in size and population to Kaniva, had been assigned to receive a mixture of FTTN and 
FTTC.46  
4.54 Mr Robert Smallwood, Digital Economy Strategy Manager, Mid West 
Development Commission told the committee: 

There are a significant number of communities we have identified where 
there is fibre running through the community that is owned primarily by 
either Telstra or folks like Vocus where the only available NBN service is 
Sky Muster. We don't quite understand why these communities aren't being 
offered fixed line services or at least fixed wireless services rather than Sky 
Muster given their proximity to existing fibre.47 

4.55 Mr van der End explained that Clear Networks has expanded their fixed 
wireless network into Sky Muster areas: 

We have actually expanded our fixed wireless network into areas that are 
covered by NBN's Sky Muster, so we have our own fixed wireless network. 
Why would you connect to that network? One is latency—that is, the 
responsiveness of the network is far better on a terrestrial service than 
having to go all the way up to the sky and back down again. The second is 
that you can choose the plan that suits your data limit. I think that is right. I 
think there are many opportunities for people to connect. If they have 
ADSL available and it is okay, and then you hear of some of the issues you 
have heard about Sky Muster, why would you change?48 

4.56 Several witnesses told the committee that people are delaying connecting to 
Sky Muster and waiting to see if decisions are made to provide another technology 
option in their area.49  

Opportunities for improving the Sky Muster service 
Recent changes to the Sky Muster Service 
4.57 Whilst acknowledging the challenges being experienced on Sky Muster, 
several witnesses observed there had been recent improvements.50  
4.58 As stated above, RSP Clear Networks experienced a significant increase in 
call centre calls when Sky Muster was launched. However, Mr van der End also noted 
that: 
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Certainly in the last four months [prior to the public hearing in April 2017] 
the service has stabilised considerably, but is still the cause of much of our 
support efforts and complaints.51 

4.59 Mr Tony Bundrock, Chief Executive Officer, Activ8me, supported the 
evidence from Clear Networks: 

While I share many of the concerns… about the introduction of Sky 
Muster—and we have all experienced very similar issues—I also have to 
agree that the service has stabilised and the issues that were dogging us last 
year seem to have largely passed. We are, as a forward-looking company, 
looking to the future.52 

4.60 Evidence to the committee indicated that service improvements occurred once 
nbn responded to concerns being highlighted by RSPs: 

A lot of the people within the Sky Muster community had round-robin 
discussions amongst themselves and were saying, 'This has gotten beyond 
acceptable', and that is when NBN management did respond with some 
work to look at what some of these core issues were, and that is when we 
saw improvement. But it was not until that happened.53 

4.61 Earlier in 2017, nbn introduced a dedicated 1800 number to respond 
exclusively to Sky Muster matters. Although this additional avenue to request 
assistance was welcomed, concern was raised that the community was largely 
unaware of the number as it was not promoted on the nbn website. Witnesses advised 
the committee that community members were aware of the number only after hearing 
about it from others. 

I do know about the call centre. It is very, very hard to find their phone 
number… If you go online to their website, you cannot track it down... 
When I am getting queries from residents, I generally make sure I pass that 
number on. If it is a general inquiry and I can answer it then I will answer 
the query in the first instance, otherwise I refer them to the website and the 
call centre.54 

4.62 BIRRR submitted: 
The development of a specific regional team within the nbn call centre has 
also been a welcome addition, however there needs to be much clearer 
communication of roles and responsibilities so it is clear which issues this 
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team can assist with, and which issues are specifically related to providers 
or end users.55 

4.63 As an extension to the call centre already established, it was suggested that 
nbn officials responding to Sky Muster queries on the information line should have a 
good understanding on the particular issues affecting rural, regional and remote 
communities.56 
4.64 Throughout the inquiry, witnesses and submitters recommended further action 
be taken to improve the customer experience when accessing Sky Muster. These 
recommendations focused on the following areas: 
• review the plans currently available, including an ongoing review of the Fair 

Use Policy, to better meet the needs of community; and 
• investigate options to ensure the capacity of the satellite, including by limiting 

use of the satellite to rural and remote communities and increasing the number 
of premises assigned to the fixed wireless footprint.  

Review Sky Muster plans currently available 
Review of data limits under the Fair Use Policy 
4.65 Submissions and witnesses to the inquiry advocated for nbn to review its Fair 
Use Policy to increase the data available on Sky Muster plans. The committee notes 
the announcement by nbn on 27 June 2017: 

The company today announced it will be doubling the maximum monthly 
wholesale data limits and increasing average peak downloads plans by up to 
50 per cent on the Sky Muster™ platform. As a result, the majority of 
consumers and businesses on the service are expected to receive larger peak 
and off-peak plans from their retailer at a similar cost to what they are 
paying today… 

The new nbn Sky Muster™ plans are expected to be available through 
retailers in October 2017.57 

4.66 On 13 July 2017, Senator the Hon. Fiona Nash, Minister for Regional 
Communications, advised that RSPs selling NBN Sky Muster plans 'will pass on the 
extra peak data to customers at very little cost'. Furthermore: 

The result is customers will soon be able to access 60 gigabyte month peak 
data at very little extra cost above what a 40 gigabyte/month plan costs 
now. A 100 gigabyte/month peak data plan would cost only slightly more 
than a 65 or 70 gigabyte/month plan costs now… 
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An extra 35 gigabytes of peak data would allow, for example, a business to 
do 50 more hours of high definition videoconferencing with colleagues and 
clients, or a student to do 25 more hours of watching university lectures 
each month, or a photographer to send an extra 3500 pictures a month.58 

4.67 In this context, at the public hearing in Sydney, Mr Peter Girvan, Asia Pacific 
Vice President, ViaSat, advised that their organisation is in discussion with nbn about 
techniques to increase network capacity further: 

Yes, they have recently increased them [current Sky Muster caps], but we 
have had discussions with them over the last couple of weeks about what 
techniques you could use within the network to increase them even further. 
We are sharing with them expertise around what we have done, the 
techniques we have used in the US and Europe, to make the satellite more 
landline like, if I could use that term. That includes things like traffic-
management techniques that you can apply to your network, and there are 
other things you can do within the core of the network to make it look like, 
from a customer-experience perspective, that you have a greater capacity 
than is really there. The whole secret of satellite technology is to try and 
make the satellite technology as transparent as possible to the customer and 
give them as landline like an experience as possible.59 

4.68 The ability of nbn to announce increased data limits reinforces the concerns 
raised by a number of witnesses about the lack of transparency when it comes to 
Sky Muster capacity, data provisioning, and the modelling and assumptions that 
underlie the Fair Use Policy. 
4.69 Witnesses who appeared at public hearings after the announcement about 
increasing data caps indicated their support for the increase.60 
Expanding the range of available plans 
4.70 Several witnesses and submitters advocated for additional plans to be 
available for Sky Muster customers: allowing for multiple plans per premise as well as 
introducing a business plan for Sky Muster customers. 
4.71 The Regional, Rural and Remote Communications Coalition submitted: 

A guarantee is needed that additional Sky Muster capacity is reserved to 
increase data allowance to current users, and that more plans are allowed 
per location for business use and by students, in addition to the current 
education port data allowance for distance education students. This will 
ensure that those that rely on Sky Muster the most are able to make use of 
it.61 
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4.72 Mr Alex Green, Chief Executive Officer, Mansfield Shire Council, provided 
an example of a resident seeking alternative working space due to the limitations of 
Sky Muster plans, particularly when balancing business and residential use on the 
same plan. On the question of whether a business plan should be made available, 
Mr Green told the committee: 

Yes, absolutely. I think that was a really good suggestion or 
recommendation. The Mansfield shire and the broader Mansfield 
community would absolutely support having the opportunity and doing that 
in a way that is equitable and affordable. I think that is appropriate.62 

4.73 Mrs Judith Charlton, Chief Executive Officer, Narranderra Shire Council 
agreed that equitably priced business plans will address some of the capacity 
challenges on Sky Muster.63 
4.74 Ms Lee Longmire, a community member from Narranderra Shire Council, 
raised concerns with the current limit of one Sky Muster plan per premises, noting that 
this does not recognise the needs of farm businesses: 

Currently, I have an understanding that with Sky Muster there is a 
prevention on having more than one plan per premises. That will be a 
fundamental thing that needs to be looked at being shifted and adjusted to 
recognise that for anything to do with, say, farmhouses like mine, we need 
to be able to possibly bundle a plan that can access more data so that we are 
not restricted to only being able to operate our farm and still say to the kids: 
'I'm sorry, that's the farm data. You still can't use it.' That needs to be 
recognised, I think. It needs to be multipurpose.64 

4.75 During an Estimates hearing, Mr John Simon, Chief Customer Officer, nbn, 
provided evidence to the Senate Environment and Arts Legislation Committee that 
Sky Muster business grade services are not currently available but are on the 'horizon'. 
Further to this, Mr Simon advised: 

It is on our product roadmap and we will see that happen in calendar year 
[2018]. That would be standard stuff from emails through to web browsing. 
It would also clearly be some using it to download content, videos, and it 
would even be to stream videos… 

It has always been on the agenda and where we are heading because clearly 
businesses, rural properties, require capabilities. These are applications that 
would be used during the day, so outside of the peak busy period that 
business can use it...65 
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Future proofing the capacity of Sky Muster 
4.76 A variety of views were presented to the committee suggesting options for 
ensuring ongoing capacity of Sky Muster services including reducing the number of 
people on satellite and extending the fixed wireless footprint.  
4.77 The South Australian Government submitted that satellite services should be 
deployed only when no other fixed-line options are feasible: 

To maximise equity and to ensure that farmers and other regional 
Australians can enjoy the benefits of an NBN service that is comparable to 
that provided to metropolitan residents, the South Australian Government 
requests that satellite connections only be deployed as a technology of last 
resort when no other fixed-line options are feasible.66 

4.78 Evidence from the NSW Farmers' Association suggested that more rural and 
regional customers should be assigned to a fixed wireless network to reduce further 
strain on Sky Muster satellites.67 Similarly, at the public hearing in Adelaide, 
Professor Reg Coutts stated: 

…while I think fixed wireless has been a success and is an Australian 
first—and I think NBN Co should be congratulated on that—I would like to 
see it more widely deployed to actually take the pressure off satellite where 
satellite is really not the best solution.68 

4.79 Further to this, Professor Coutts noted: 
Unfortunately, I think, to a degree, the fixed wireless has not been explored. 
As I understand it, if there aren't sufficient premises within the fixed 
wireless cell, then they recommend satellite. The most obvious thing might 
be—and this is just my idea—that initially someone would be provided 
with satellite but with the option, when there are sufficient numbers, to 
move to fixed wireless—in other words, some idea of really addressing the 
infrastructure and the demand in a particular area which is not so much, 
shall we say, dictated by, 'You'll have satellite and you will have fixed 
wireless'.69 

4.80 Ms Lee Longmire, a community member from the Narrandera Shire Council, 
provided the following assessment of the current extent of Sky Muster coverage: 

There are people on the urban fridges of Melbourne and Sydney who are 
put onto Sky Muster. I do not understand that. To me, that is crazy. Why is 
the Sky Muster service being chewed up by people who live in an urban 
fringe? To me, that is not right. I think the original intention—from when 
Sky Muster was being rolled out—has been sort of smooshed around a bit 
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and used as Spakfilla for all these gaps that cannot actually be filled, 
because it costs too much to put a fixed wireless tower up…What Sky 
Muster seemed to have been originally touted as has now been morphed 
into this bigger thing, and I do not think the capacity is there to support it, 
especially if we have such tiny data allowances associated with it.70 

4.81 It is submission, the Australian Medical Association also addressed this issue: 
The AMA believes there should be much greater focus by the Government 
on finding ways to extend the boundaries of the NBN’s fibre and fixed 
wireless footprints into the satellite footprint wherever possible to lessen the 
reliance on satellite for those living in rural and remote Australia and to 
address the increase in internet usage over time.71 

Fixed wireless network and mobile phone towers 
4.82 In order to improve telecommunications to regional areas more broadly, 
Mr Peter Girvan, Asia Pacific Vice President, ViaSat suggested that consideration be 
given for the fixed wireless network to be used to support mobile services: 

When we go into regional Australia to towns that see a new tower going 
right up on the edge of town, an NBN fixed wireless tower, we often get the 
question, 'Why can't that also deliver a mobile signal? Why have we as 
taxpayers invested in that tower yet we don't seem to be getting the services 
we want and need?' The answer is: it could deliver that. It is simply a 
question of whether there is an expansion of focus, an examination of the 
ways in which NBN could deliver enhanced services for regional 
Australia.72 

4.83 At the public hearing in Sydney, Mr Bill Morrow, Chief Executive Officer, 
nbn, noted that while nbn towers were being used for shared services with mobile 
companies, nbn was not considering delivering a wholesale mobile service via the 
fixed wireless infrastructure.73  
4.84 Another suggestion to increase satellite capacity was for nbn to purchase an 
additional satellite. Associate Professor Mark Gregory stated: 

I have been calling for four years for a third satellite to be ordered. The 
third satellite should provide telephone services. We have heard a lot of 
issues about the Sky Musters being Ka data satellites. The new satellite 
should be a combination of data and voice, in that it will provide single-hop 
voice, but it should also, because of the changes in technology, be able to 
provide as much as both of the existing Sky Muster satellites. For the cost 
of one Sky Muster satellite, we can double capacity. Satellites have a  
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15-year life. By the time the NBN is over, one of those satellites will be 
one-third of the way through its life. Ten more years and those two 
satellites will be gone. If we do not order another satellite now, then we are 
going to have a big problem.74 

4.85 Mr Girvan of ViaSat advised the committee that their organisations owns and 
operates four high capacity satellites and plans to launch at least three even higher 
capacity satellites in 2019. Mr Girvan also explained their relationship with nbn: 

We're the ground station infrastructure partner of NBN, having built its 
10 satellite gateways or ground stations, it's two data processing centres, 
and to date we've supplied over 80,000 residential modems and dishes to 
users across the country. We're helping NBN on their mission to ensure a 
connected Australia.75 

4.86 nbn told the committee that they have discussed satellite capacity with ViaSat 
but that no decisions have been made about the feasibility of using some of their 
capacity: 

We are having discussions about what the possibilities are [with ViaSat 
about using their satellite capacity]. There are no plans. There is no budget, 
to be perfectly clear. However, we are always looking for how to be able to 
meet this very important part of the country's digital needs if it goes beyond 
the 25-meg limitation that exists with our satellites today. So what are our 
options? Could we use third-party satellites? Should we deploy a new 
satellite? Should we put more fixed wireless in these congested beams that 
we are seeing today? We consider all of these options for what is the 
upgrade path…76 

Committee view 
4.87 The committee notes that the provision of a satellite service to premises 
outside the fixed line footprint has been an accepted part of the NBN since the 
project's inception, but was always intended to be a technology of last resort. 
4.88 The committee accepts the evidence which shows the implementation of Sky 
Muster has been beset with problems including through the initial installation, in fault 
rectification, and in network stability.  These issues should have been anticipated. 
4.89 Evidence before the committee suggests that the current rollout is not 
proceeding by allocating satellite broadband as a 'technology of last resort'.  The 
committee notes the evidence that Sky Muster is being used to serve areas that were 
previously intended to receive NBN through fixed wireless or some form of fixed line 
broadband.  In addition to delivering satellite broadband to areas that could be served 
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by a better technology, this approach will dilute the satellite capacity for those who 
are reliant on this form of broadband.  
4.90 The committee emphasises that satellite broadband is clearly a last resort 
technology and it should be applied as sparingly as possible in order to avoid 
exacerbating the existing digital inequality between metropolitan communities, on the 
one hand, and rural, regional, and remote communities on the other. 
4.91 Evidence to the inquiry indicated that a number of Sky Muster customers have 
experienced challenges with their service. The committee heard that the application of 
nbn's Fair Use Policy is impacting the ability of Sky Muster customers to use 
the NBN to its full potential. The committee believes there should be a benchmark for 
a reasonable data allowance, perhaps by reference to average data use across the fixed 
line network. 
4.92 The committee welcomes the announcement by nbn to increase the data 
allowance and notes that these new allowances will take effect at the wholesale level 
in October 2017. The committee notes assurances given by RSPs that the increased 
allowances will be available to customers at minimal additional cost. 
4.93 The committee is of the view that there needs to be greater consultation with 
rural and regional end users in the development of nbn usage policy and nbn rollout 
plans. Establishing a rural and regional reference group would be an important step in 
improving the end user experience and increasing transparency. 
4.94 The committee believes there is clear and compelling public interest in greater 
transparency and disclosure from nbn in relation to the satellite capacity, current data 
provisioning, and the underlying modelling and assumptions which determined data 
rationing under the Fair Use Policy.  The nbn should provide this information to the 
public, and the committee will seek this information from the nbn. 
4.95 The committee also welcomes the evidence from nbn that Sky Muster 
business grade plans will be available in 2018, but believes there should be an 
appropriately structured opportunity for an additional business service per premise. 
The committee will monitor this matter throughout the inquiry and will continue to 
seek assurances from nbn that Sky Muster plans are meeting the needs of the 
community. 
4.96 The committee notes the evidence provided and the suggestions made about 
future proofing the Sky Muster service, with particular reference to increasing the 
number of premises assigned to fixed wireless. It is the view of the committee that 
there is merit in nbn undertaking some analysis about increasing the number of 
premises in the fixed wireless footprint. 
4.97 It should be noted however, that an increase in the number of premises 
connected to fixed wireless will not be budget neutral due to the cost of that option in 
comparison to satellite. 
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Recommendation 7 
4.98 The committee recommends that the Australian Government require nbn 
to identify and disclose all areas that are currently designated to be served by a 
satellite connection that previously were set to receive the NBN by FTTN or fixed 
wireless, and explain why the change has occurred. 
Recommendation 8 
4.99 The committee recommends that the Australian Government require nbn 
to develop a plan that would provide access to nbn's fixed wireless towers for the 
provision of mobile telephony. 
Recommendation 9 
4.100 The committee recommends that the Australian Government ask nbn to 
consider providing the capacity for separate business and residential Sky Muster 
plans to be made available at the same location when business grade plans are 
introduced in 2018. 
Recommendation 10 
4.101 The committee recommends that the Australian Government set a 
benchmark for reasonable data allowance on Sky Muster plans, by reference to 
average data use across the fixed line network. 
Recommendation 11 
4.102 The committee recommends that the Australian Government ask nbn to 
establish a rural and regional reference group (see recommendation 3) and that 
nbn consult on Sky Muster services and changes to policy and rollout plans.  
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