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SUMMARY 
This paper discusses competition in broadband services. It outlines a strategy to improve uptake of broadband technology and some of the implications of communications convergence. The paper explores a process to support an emerging industry and suggests a novel strategy to secure the industry’s future base more firmly and to stimulate demand.
COMPETITION IN BROADBAND SERVICES

General Outlook for Broadband Technology
In general, the global outlook for telecommunications services including broadband services are expected to be more positive over 2004/2005/2006 with expectations in growth of twice GDP for IT related products and services (Harvard Business Review, Australian Financial Review). In Australia the industry appears to be at an inflection - there appear significant emerging opportunities for doing new things best with digital broadband and nurturing an emerging industry but a critical issue relates to process.
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Improving the Uptake of Broadband technology

A major impediment in the uptake of new technology is obtaining “grass roots support”. Rapid advances in hardware, software and communications need commensurate effort in customising solutions for engagement, to improve efficiency and quality of service. This paper proposes a strategy of focussing support on a system that customises solutions on five primary drivers of broadband technology to improve the uptake.

The five primary drivers are identified as:- 

· security

· medicine

· education

· television
· gaming

The system proposed to remove impediments and improve uptake features a “Global Centre for Excellence in Broadband Practice”.


Global Centre for Excellence in Broadband Practice
· The Centre will require linkages to industry, government and the professions to permit rapid deployment and demonstration of broadband technology and its changes, including convergence and opportunities. The centre should offer vouchers to offset the purchase of broadband content and stimulate demand. The vouchers could operate on similar principles to that employed for the purchase of GST compliant software at the introduction of the goods and services tax.
· The Centre could adjudicate on quality of service issues, using a similar adjudication framework to The Building & Construction Industry Security of Payment Act 1999 NSW in which the adjudicator has 10 business days to make a decision from the date he/she accepts the Adjudication Application.
· The Centre could be modelled on some of the precinct principles that have served some of the Asian nations for centuries, for example, in Hanoi there are precincts or streets that share a community of interest and are administered by guilds. The close proximity of people sharing similar endeavours overseen by the profession appears to sustain the industry through socio-economic changes.
·  The Centre should harbour the development and maintenance of broadband knowledge. The Centre will differ from Cooperative Research Centres in that it should also house, incubate and be a vendor outlet for broadband products and services. 
The Centre should be a vibrant aesthete that teachers, doctors, security personnel, viewers and gamers can visit, assess options and engage the technology with a sense of confidence.
One option may be for an existing CBD Telecommunications office block to become over time such a broadband precinct, with the existing administration function decentralised using broadband technology. Such an innovative strategy may secure the industry’s future base more firmly.
Impediments to Competition in Broadband Technology
The major impediments to competition are the availability of infrastructure, knowledge and pricing. 
Infrastructure

There appears little leadership in the provision of strategic infrastructure in the regions and outer suburbs. Government grants have been allocated to Shepparton in Victoria to support a partnership in the provision of broadband services.
A strategy developed by the author in for the cities of Armidale (pop 25000), Tamworth (pop 50000) and Maitland envisioned and programmed a digital backbone ring of optical fibre with metallic connections to business and households for ADSL services. This model extends the reach and availability of broadband in the less dense regional towns and outer suburbs for minor but strategic infrastructure investment. 
The provision of landline broadband access in regional towns, outer metropolitan suburbs and rural areas remains an impediment to the growth of broadband in these areas.  Wireless broadband for rural application up to 100km from a central exchange is being tested over the coming months and offers preliminary promise.
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Knowledge

Apart from periodic conferences and single vendors there are little avenues for new or intending users to visit a storehouse of knowledge and practise in broadband technology.
A global centre could offer physical and online education and information.

Pricing
Pricing is a significant impediment to the uptake in broadband. Experience in the United Kingdom saw a dramatic uptake after prices dropped significantly. A pricing level of $50 or less per month is mentioned by industry observers as a critical price point.
Convergence

The availability of broadband services over line of sight radio and laser and packet radio mediums appear to offer quantum improvements in availability to areas and applications that are suitable.

For example, currently wireless fidelity based on the technical standard 802.11 extends the reach of broadband services 60m from a base station connected to broadband. All users with an inexpensive wireless fidelity device fitted to their computers can share low cost and high speed connectivity to the internet. The range of service should be extended with customised antennae, variations to transmission power and interference suppression using similar techniques employed in mobile networks.
Another wireless broadband for rural application looks promising for up to 100km from a central exchange.
A global centre of excellence will harbour information on accessibility and practice and allow competitors to vie for custom.
Conclusion 
Getting bogged down in lengthy, complex, and confused technology planning is one of the more expensive -- and potentially self-defeating -- exercises a country or institution can undertake. It is extremely easy to lose sight of the most critical objectives and become embroiled in pointless arguments about particular vendors, platforms, micro-standards, and the like. However, the alternative -- to simply fly by the seat of one's technological pants -- is hardly a sensible option. 
The key to making optimal use of time, energy, and institutional resources is to understand the important differences between long-term socioeconomic technology planning and short-term operational technology planning. It is important to focus on process rather than document, and to devise mechanisms that enable funding, staffing, and other assets to be readily allocated and re-allocated, as circumstances require. This paper proposes the establishment of a ‘global centre for excellence in broadband practice’ as a means to this end.
