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a) Current and prospective levels of competition in broadband services

Telstra is the sole provider in the Gulf, being the only provider to respond to the NtN program. 

A basic broadband service has been provided via the Telstra 2-way satellite offer.  It has its limitations (weather and speed) but with the one off offer that occurred broadband was made available at a reasonable price for the service provided.

b) Impediments to competition and to the uptake of broadband technology

Competition

It has been reported to GSD that rural ISP's have been decimated as a result of federal funding to Telstra to provide local call access to ISP's.  Telstra has delivered, not by providing local call access to all ISP's, but by ensuring that local call access is available to Bigpond only Australia wide.  The result is to kill off small ISP's located in rural areas.

Hindrances to take up of technology in a remote area:

There is not enough knowledge in remote communities concerning advantages of the technology.  

Many missed out on the NtN offer as it was offered at short notice and within a limited timeframe,.  There was not enough time to sell the potential, in addition to the effects of the drought occupying people’s attention.

While costs for operation are reasonable,  installation is costly.

Reliability

At 7 sites in Etheridge Shire, which are currently operational with the Telstra 2-way satellite, good reliability is generally experienced given that they are satellite services with no land line redundancies built in.  Problems generally experienced are weather related and the quirks of a satellite service providing a limited 'transfer up' pipeline with high transmission errors (hence slowness in sending out emails with large attachments).  This will become an issue within the next few years.  At present people are pleased to have the service.

Telstra's sites are generally slow.  That is not a broadband issue.  It can be remedied by using another faster ISP for mail services, where they are available.

e) Opportunities to maximise the capacity and use of existing broadband infrastructure

With the fibre optic coming through the Gulf region there would be an opportunity for a first grade service if all the government agencies in each rural town were prepared to pay for the base connection and work together to aggregate demand.  One shire council has tried for 4 years to aggregate the government access in a town however it would be fair to say that interdepartmental cooperation has been non-existent. Hence there is no, or limited, ability to leverage on IT supply and cost  in the Gulf region in any sensible manner.

The Gulf does not expect to get city style broadband available in the remote area without there being appropriate demand to drive the infrastructure installation.  Appropriate demand implies willingness to pay the price involved.  GSD cannot see this happening yet.

With the current advances, those that took advantage of the satellite web access are better off than their city cousins with modem connections with up to 64K up and 400K down.  However that is the limit and that connection speed is now at the lower end of acceptable broadband.  Use of ISDN lines that are currently available at a very high cost provides 256K both ways.  ISDN generally is not available on rural properties.  The much touted ADSL technology, whilst technically feasible in all rural exchanges, is only useful up to 2km away from the exchange and then still requires a demand from consumers to justify the installation of the equipment required.
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