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This submission is largely general; we have not attempted to answer all of the separate areas and we acknowledge from the start that like many citizens our understanding of this topic has little basis in expertise and is therefore likely in places to be flawed.  The information on which we have based our response has been garnered from individual users of broadband, those who wish they could be so, from the net, from service providers and from businesses – all, except the net, from a cross section of ages from across the State of NSW, as well as from newspapers and magazines, some sections of which are primarily devoted to telecommunications.
 
Access to broadband services depends on availability to the consumer, individual or community, on access to the cabling infrastructure Lid out so far in Australia; that cabling was paid for by Telstra and to a lesser extent Optus.  They simply do not allow third parties to resell their cable broadband services. (Telecommunications Special Report, The Bulletin, 22. 7. 03).  Furthermore, if there is no guarantee of your area’s having cable.
 
Much of our information on this whole subject is anecdotal, from users of the service and frustrated, would-be users, as well as from service providers who are unwilling to be named as they fear reprisal in some way from the industry.  No service provider (retail) we spoke to was willing to be named.  This in itself is a concern about a telco with a legislated responsibility for equity of access and for fairness.
 
The level of broadband service take up in Australia appears to be lagging behind that of comparable OECD countries - we are at the bottom of the table in broadband use in developed countries, according to telecommunications analyst, Paul Budde - seemingly because of unavailable and/or unsuitable infrastructure.  As the telecommunications industry expanded in Australia, Telstra, through its Universal Service Obligation, was charged with allowing competitors access to its infrastructure on a financially competitive basis.  From a variety of enquiries, by the Senate, the ACA, the ACCC, this has usually occurred only when Telstra has been forced to let in competitors.  At the same time, it appears that the telco has not willingly always been true to its further obligation under the same legislation to guarantee “ that all people in Australia . . . have reasonable access, on an equitable basis . . . prescribed carriage services” as well as to “high speed digital data services”.     One of the results of this unwillingness to roll out its services for customers or competitors is the lack of the necessary infrastructure for broadband; in turn that has meant a lower take up rate.
 
Broadband access for consumers can also depend on the availability of ADSL, or Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line, though most analysts seem to agree that cable is the more effective (faster) option.  The difficulty with ADSL, is that the subscriber has to live (or work) within 4 kilometres from a Telstra ADSL-equipped phone exchange.  If Telstra has installed split phone lines, instead of copper – Telstra’s choice, as the consumer generally simply has no idea of what sort of line is being installed - the service is not capable of carrying broadband.
 
To paraphrase Jenny Sinclair in the Sydney Morning Herald of 22nd July this year: Whether you have access to broadband depends entirely in Australia on where you live.  It appears that infrastructure roll out by Telstra has been carried out best in NSW and in Queensland, where broadband is available in many urban and country areas.  Small business both metropolitan and regional  has particularly been enthusiastic in taking it up.  At the same time, tired of waiting for the physical network necessary to run broadband, geographically linked local communities are talking about pooling resources and building their own infrastructure.  This attitude is apparent in Victoria – shades of the Bendigo Community Bank mentality – but also in Armidale NSW.
 
The frustration of would-be users is spelled out on the Whirlpool net site () and in letters to newspapers.  It seems the inequity of access is the prime focus, as nearby towns have such access, for example, Lithgow has it, but Wallerawang does not.  
 
The Federal Government’s attitude to competition in providing the service had seemed to be a “wait and see” one, that demand would just grow and be followed by a rush of commercial providers.  This has patently not happened and an important reason appears to be because Telstra who, though it has enjoyed years of tax-payer funded monopoly of the system, is still unwilling to share the necessary infrastructure with competitors, as it is supposed to do under its USO.  That major necessary infrastructure is spoken of as the backbone of the service and it is the use of  that competitors must have access to if they are to provide retail access to consumers.   To encourage greater take up, Communications Minister Richard Alston in response to one of the Estens recommendations announced in June this year an allocation of $108 million to subsidise broadband service in “uneconomic” areas.  Our concern is that Telstra, in its responsibility to its share holders rather than to Australians at large may have the sole determination of which areas are “uneconomic”.  Furthermore, in remote parts of this country, subsidisation is going to have to be ongoing.  Who is going to pay for that should Telstra become a completely private company?
 
Western Australia has introduced a scheme of financially subsidising remote dwellers in that State who wish to install satellite technology to receive up to date communication services, including broadband.  Telstra has also introduced a subsidy for the purchase of equipment associated with satellite technology for consumers in other more remote parts of Australia.  While the cost of installation of “ordinary”, that is, one way satellite technology, is very high, it becomes too expensive for many to have effective two way communication.  Telstra also imposes rigorous conditions for the application of this subsidy, with high forfeit costs should the customer pull out of the contract, yet no compensation and demand for full term of contract should a server fail.  Equity?
 
In fact, analysts agree that the easiest broadband trap to fall into is pricing.  There are high penalties for cancellation, the contracts are usually for 18-24 months, so people who transfer in jobs or due to a change of private circumstances can find they face financial difficulties.  Telstra is not a sympathetic listener in such cases.  Advertising makes the take up of broadband appear really enticing and comparatively cheap; it is only on reading the VERY fine print that you discover, for example, that self-installation is NOT “just $129 for any 18-month plan” (common page length advertisement in magazines by Telstra Bigpond), but that minimum package cost . . is $1208.10”, that you have already to be a Telstra customer and that prices in regional and remote areas are higher.  “Regional” is defined as being within a very short distance of a capital city while “remote” is outside that, 65 kilometres from memory.  There are also Plans giving metropolitan (urban) prices in the large print and in the small type, ever increasing costs for communities in terms of population size.  Another concern with advertising, though not necessarily one that can be laid at Telstra’s door, is the claim of a broadband service though the download speed offered is only 64kbps.  The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission defines broadband as being any high speed connection greater than 200kbps over a mix of media.  Outages which result from overload of the infrastructure are annoyingly common, but have not caused Telstra to get a back-up service.  In this attitude Telstra has been defined as a telco rather than a service provider.  The difficulty for some of its competitors is that by advertising themselves as service providers, they find they become liable for the cost of those outages on the Telstra infrastructure.   
 
To summarise, the major concerns of our members in relation to Broadband Competition are the lack of infrastructure (after all, there are many places even within quite large communities where mobile coverage is still a dream, let alone more sophisticated infrastructure), lack of competition, often directly or indirectly the responsibility of Telstra’s attitude to competitors and pricing.  An ongoing concern, reflected every time we make a response to a Telstra inquiry, is that if the full sale of the Company is allowed to proceed, inquiries followed by government action will be a thing of the past.  At the moment, executives throughout the telecommunications industry tell us that self-regulation is the best way to ensure customer satisfaction; regulation would not be successful.  Then they congratulate themselves on how well self-regulation is currently working.  Too often the Minister is only too happy to believe them and it is left to the Senate to initiate an inquiry. After Telstra is placed fully in private hands questions dealing with its USO’s will become “commercial decisions” and inquiries will not be so effective in bringing about needed reform.
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