part one: background

chapter 1: background to the inquiry

On 16 August 2002 the Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, Senator Richard Alston, established the Regional Telecommunications Inquiry (the Inquiry), to carry out an independent assessment of the adequacy of services in regional, rural and remote Australia.

The members appointed to the Inquiry panel were Mr Richard (Dick) Estens (Chairman), Ms Jane Bennett and Mr Ray Braithwaite. Both Ms Bennett and Mr Braithwaite served on the Telecommunications Service Inquiry (TSI), undertaken in 2000. The Inquiry was assisted by a secretariat drawn from the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts (DCITA), and the Department of Transport and Regional Services.

TERMS OF REFERENCE

The Terms of Reference state:

‘In September 2000 the independent Telecommunications Service Inquiry (TSI) concluded that Australians generally have adequate access to a range of high quality basic and advanced telecommunications services. However the TSI also concluded that a significant proportion of those who live and work in rural and remote Australia have concerns regarding key aspects of services which, at that stage, were not adequate.

In May 2001 the Government responded to the 17 recommendations of the TSI by committing to regulatory changes and $163 million of new funding programs. In April 2002 the Government announced a range of further enhancements to the telecommunications competition regime.

In its 2001 Federal election policy the Coalition stated that it would take no further steps toward the full sale of Telstra unless and until it was fully satisfied that services in regional, rural and remote Australia were adequate. It is therefore timely to conduct an independent assessment of progress toward the delivery of adequate telecommunications services to all Australians.

The independent panel will report to the Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts by 8 November 2002 on whether telecommunications services to regional, rural and remote areas of Australia are adequate and the arrangements that should be put in place to ensure that all Australians continue to share in the benefits of further service improvements and developments in technology. 

In conducting its assessment the panel will advise the Minister on:

1.
The extent to which the Government’s response to the TSI, other Government initiatives and further commercial developments have so far addressed the community concerns identified in the TSI report, particularly with regard to:
· the timely installation, repair and reliability of basic telephone services;

· adequate mobile phone coverage at affordable prices; and

· reliable access to the Internet,

and whether ongoing delivery of the Government’s response will meet the TSI concerns within a reasonable timeframe.

2. The performance of Telstra, as the primary Universal Service Provider, in meeting Customer Service Guarantee (CSG) standards on the timely installation, repair and reliability of basic telephone services in regional, rural and remote Australia, compared with its performance in metropolitan markets and with overseas carriers in reasonably equivalent markets.

3. Additional Government action that may be taken to remove impediments to the delivery of Internet services at 64kbps or better and wireless-based technologies in regional, rural and remote Australia.

4. The current provision of legislated consumer safeguards including the Universal Service Obligation, the Customer Service Guarantee, untimed local calls and the Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman and whether further action is required to ensure these safeguards are enforced into the future.

5. The ongoing commitment of Telstra to a local presence (such as Telstra Country Wide) in regional, rural and remote Australia.

6.
The most effective means by which the Government can ensure that people in regional, rural and remote Australia can share reasonably equitably—in terms of availability and cost—with residents in metropolitan Australia in the benefits of future advances in telecommunications services resulting from competition and new technologies.

In conducting its assessment the panel will be expected to consult with representatives of regional Australia, including the National Farmers’ Federation. It will also take submissions from the public.’

APPROACH TO THE CONDUCT OF THE INQUIRY

The Inquiry interpreted the Terms of Reference as requiring the Panel to consider and report on two key areas:

· Firstly, a detailed assessment of the adequacy of telecommunications services in regional, rural and remote Australia (preamble and Terms of Reference 1 and 2). The Inquiry’s approach to assessing adequacy is set out in the introduction to Part 2 of this report, but it is worth emphasising the importance the Inquiry has placed on the findings of the TSI report in undertaking its assessment. Particular attention has been given to the TSI’s finding that key concerns related to rural and remote areas rather than regional centres, and that the service areas of concern were the connection, repair and reliability of basic telephone services, coverage of affordable mobile telephone services, and reliable access to the Internet; and

· Secondly, Terms of Reference 3, 4, 5 and 6 require the Panel to advise on whether, and if so what, arrangements should be put in place to address some specific policy concerns identified by the Government.

Unlike the TSI, this Inquiry was not asked, nor did it see the need to undertake any detailed analysis of consumer need. It has been assumed that the valuable research and analysis of consumer need undertaken by the TSI remains largely valid. The one change since the TSI has been demand for higher bandwidth services, which (as predicted by the TSI) appears to have grown in the past two years as the broadband market continues to mature. Increasing interest in, and demand for, such services is reflected in the submissions made to the Inquiry.

In undertaking its investigations the Inquiry, again according to its Terms of Reference, sought to consult as widely as possible with regional stakeholders. Shortly after the Inquiry was initiated advertisements were published in national, state and regional newspapers, seeking submissions. In addition a website and 1800 help line were established and promoted, providing information on how to make a submission to the Inquiry. 

A range of key stakeholders were invited to meet with the Inquiry—in order to provide advice and views on the adequacy of regional services in general, and on the Terms of Reference in particular. Key organisations consulted were the National Farmers’ Federation and Telstra Country Wide ®.

In summary, the Inquiry received 606 written submissions, and held 41 meetings with 40 organisations, including meetings in Western Australia and Queensland. Three of the submissions included surveys conducted by independent members of the House of Representatives. The Inquiry was supplied with and advised of approximately 7 375 responses to the surveys. Further details of submissions provided, and meetings held, are at Appendix A of this Report.

While submissions and meetings provided valuable information on regional, rural and remote service levels, particularly from a user perspective, the Inquiry also sought comprehensive data from telecommunications service providers, the Australian Communications Authority (ACA), and the Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman (TIO), to assist its analysis of service adequacy. The Inquiry also requested extensive information from DCITA. Given the volume of such material, the Inquiry has not attributed information received from DCITA in footnotes.

In summary the information and advice provided by these various sources has enabled the Inquiry to undertake a detailed assessment of regional, rural and remote telecommunications service levels, with a particular emphasis on improvements implemented or put in place over the past two years. The Inquiry wishes to thank all those who have contributed to the Inquiry in this way. 

CONTEXT

The Inquiry took place while a number of other processes were underway. These included:

· The Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee conducting inquiries into:

· The Telecommunications Competition Bill 2002; and

· The Australian Telecommunications Network.

· The House of Representatives Standing Committee on Communications, Information Technology and the Arts conducting an inquiry, An Inquiry into Wireless Broadband Activities; and

· The Broadband Advisory Group preparing high level advice to Government on broadband development. 

The Inquiry took the opportunity to consider a number of public submissions made to these processes.

STRUCTURE OF THIS REPORT

The report is set out as follows: 

Part 1 is an introduction to the Inquiry and includes a summary of the Government’s response to the TSI report.

Part 2 of the report consists of the Inquiry’s assessment of telecommunications service adequacy in regional, rural and remote Australia. It includes four chapters, three of which deal with the three key service areas raised by the TSI report—fixed telephone services, mobile services and Internet services. In the latter chapter the Inquiry examines mainstream dial-up Internet services, (the TSI report’s primary focus). Higher bandwidth services are dealt with in Chapter 6. The fourth chapter of Part 2 examines a number of service and consumer support issues that have been identified by the Inquiry as important to the delivery of communications services to regional, rural and remote areas. They are the delivery of communications capacity to the education and health sectors, the delivery of telecommunications services appropriate to the needs of remote Indigenous communities, the provision of training to regional, rural and remote users, awareness of consumer rights and the provision in regional Australia of public access to the Internet and other online services.

Part 3 of the report examines and reports on the particular issues identified in terms of reference 3, 4, 5 and 6 (Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 9). As indicated these are essentially issues about protecting and enhancing consumer benefits into the future. In proposing strategies to the Government, the Inquiry recommends that Government action be guided by some key principles, which are set out in the introduction to Part 3. These are generally consistent with the principles the TSI report identified as important for guiding future government action.

KEY FINDINGS OF THE TSI REPORT

Given the importance of the TSI report findings and the Government’s response to those findings, it is worth quoting in full the certificate provided by the TSI to the Government.

TSI Inquiry certificate (2000)

‘The Inquiry has concluded that Australians generally have adequate access to a range of high quality, basic and advanced telecommunications services comparable to the leading information economies of the world. The Inquiry research indicates Australians who live in metropolitan and regional centres enjoy good telecommunication services and are generally satisfied with them. However, a significant proportion of those who live and work in rural and remote Australia have concerns regarding key aspects of services which, at this stage, are not adequate. Their concerns relate primarily to:

· the timely installation, repair and reliability of basic telephone services;

· mobile phone coverage at affordable prices; and

· reliable access to the Internet and data speeds generally.

The Inquiry’s analysis suggests that the continued development of competition throughout Australia, combined with key government initiatives (such as USO contestability) will have a positive effect on services over the next few years. These developments are likely to materially improve the services available to rural 

and remote consumers.

The recommendations which follow provide a framework in which to address identified areas of concern to ensure the telecommunications sector will continue to improve the services available to all Australians.’ 

THE GOVERNMENT’S RESPONSE TO THE TSI REPORT

The Government announced its response to the TSI report on 15 May 2001. This response addressed each of the specific TSI recommendations, but also proposed a range of initiatives to address the general concerns of the TSI, set out in the TSI certificate quoted above. These related to the timely connection, repair and reliability of basic telephone services, access to affordable mobile phone services, and reliable Internet access.

The 17 specific Government initiatives, and reported progress in implementing these initiatives, are set out below.

1. Improved service connection times 

In response to concerns raised in the TSI about the timeliness of installations and repairs and reliability of basic services the Government announced it would reduce maximum telephone service connection times in remote areas from 12 to six months. The Government also announced it would improve the availability of interim services—thus ensuring no one need wait more than 30 working days to access a telephone service.

Implementation status 

Arrangements to reduce connection times and improve availability of temporary services commenced on 15 October 2001. This followed amendments to Telstra's Universal Service Obligation Standard Marketing Plan and the Customer Service Guarantee Standard, following public consultation undertaken by DCITA and the ACA. 

2. Mobile phone coverage for towns with a population of 500 or more

In response to concerns raised in the TSI about mobile phone service coverage in regional areas, the Government announced a three‑year program for extending terrestrial mobile coverage to towns with a population of 500 or more, subject to community need and ongoing viability. Contributions were to be sought from communities broadly consistent with the current Networking the Nation (NTN) program.

Implementation status

Telstra has been awarded the contract to provide improved mobile phone coverage to 132 towns, with populations over 500, by December 2003. The first towns have already received improved mobile phone services.
3. Mobile phone coverage for other areas (known as the 'Regional Mobile Phone program')

Also in response to the concerns in the TSI report on mobile phone coverage, the Government announced another three-year program to provide mobile coverage in other areas currently without terrestrial services including providing terrestrial or satellite services. Contributions were to be sought from carriers and communities and equal funding was sought from States and Territories.

Implementation status

Under this program $2.1 million has been allocated to a satellite phone subsidy program to ensure that mobile services are available to all Australians. Funding has also been provided to improve mobile phone coverage in 55 towns with populations under 500 and spot coverage along 34 major highways. Telstra has been awarded the contracts for both these projects with the first new coverage expected to be available in December 2002.

The Commonwealth is also providing $7.0 million towards the WirelessWest project to improve mobile phone services in the south-west land division of Western Australia, and this program is already providing increased mobile coverage to this area. A program to address a mobile blackspot in the Australian Capital Territory will also be implemented.

4. Internet Assistance Program (IAP) 

In response to concerns raised in the TSI about Internet speeds, the Government announced it would establish, in collaboration with Telstra, the IAP which will operate for three years. The aim of the IAP is to help users maximise Internet speeds and achieve equivalent speeds of at least 19.2 kilobits per second (kbps) over Telstra’s fixed network for web and email applications. The program consists of an Online Help Service to provide advice to users, and a Technical Support Service to help users whose problems cannot be resolved by online advice.

Implementation status

The IAP has been operating in all regional areas since 3 September 2001 and in metropolitan areas since 4 March 2002. Telstra reports that to date the IAP has dealt with more than 74 000 inquiries, with the majority coming from regional areas.

An independent advisory panel has been established by the Government to ensure the IAP is competitively neutral and, where relevant, help consumers with other issues such as dispute resolution.

The Commonwealth signed a Deed of Agreement with Telstra on 29 September 2001, which sets out funding contributions and other responsibilities of the parties. 

5. Other Internet initiatives 

In response to TSI recommendation 7 relating to NTN programs and the TSI’s concerns on Internet access, the Government announced it would:

· adjust the Building Additional Rural Networks (BARN) initiative to support the development of high speed regional networks; and 

· direct the ACA to request an industry code of practice setting out Internet service provider responsibilities for providing information and optimising data speeds including equipment requirements. 

Implementation status

· This initiative has been put in place. Funding guidelines for the BARN program have been adjusted to support high speed regional networks. 

· The ACA has investigated and reported to the Government on the need for an Internet industry code of practice. Government has agreed to the ACA recommendation for a voluntary code or ‘guidelines’, which have now been issued.

6. National Communications Fund (NCF)

In response to TSI Recommendation 8, the Government announced it would establish a competitive grants program, with program funds available in 2002–03 for three years—to support significant regional telecommunications projects in the education and health sectors. The aim of the NCF is to improve service delivery in those sectors, with priority given to projects that also improve telecommunications services more generally in regional communities. Contributions were to be sought from applicants including equal funding from State and Territory agencies.

Implementation status

Applications for funding under the NCF closed on 28 February 2002 and 59 applications were received. The Prime Minister announced the successful applicants on 18 July 2002. The eight projects funded under the NCF are:

· Network Western Australia—$8 million;

· The Grampians Rural Health Alliance Network (Victoria)—$8 million;

· Health and Education Information Access for Rural and Regional NSW—$8 million;

· Northwest and New England Broadband Telecommunications Network—$5.5 million;

· NSW and Northern Territory Interactive eLearning—$8 million;

· Outbacknet@qld—$8 million;

· Regional Network Delivering Education Services (SA)—$6 million; and

· Broadband for Regional Tasmania Project—$3 million.

7. Community information campaign

In response to concerns raised in the TSI report about low levels of awareness in regional, rural and remote Australia, the Government announced it would conduct a community information campaign. The aim of the campaign was to increase awareness of:

· the benefits and opportunities available through existing Government communications funding programs; 

· the availability of commercial communications services; and 

· consumer safeguards and rights. 

The campaign includes funding to provide ongoing online information resources on regional communications issues.

Implementation status

The community information campaign (TV, radio and print) commenced in early September 2001, and was substantially complete when it was ended, due to the announcement of the Federal election in October 2001. 

The New Connections website was launched in September 2001. The website includes information contributed by regional service providers about their services, information about major funding programs, and information on Government regulations. The website also includes an online mapping facility.

8. Funding for consumer representation

In response to TSI Recommendation 14, the Government announced a four-year program, starting from 1 July 2002, to fund consumer representation and research in telecommunications. This included greater priority to representation for people with disabilities and in regional areas.

Implementation status

The Government announced the increase in funding for disability groups in consumer representation grants in July 2001. The successful applicants for funding in 2002–03 have now been announced. 
9. Enhanced payphone services for remote Indigenous communities 

In response to TSI Recommendation 17, the Government announced it would enhance the availability of payphone services for remote Indigenous communities under the USO. The initiative, which required close consultation with Telstra and Indigenous communities, was the first step in improving service levels pending development and implementation of a comprehensive long-term strategy (Initiative 10).

Implementation status

Following extensive consultation, more accurate data has now been gathered and priorities identified, and a work plan and a reporting process is now in place. Further development of this initiative has been integrated into the Telecommunications Action Plan for Remote Indigenous Communities (TAPRIC)—the wider Government response to remote Indigenous telecommunications needs (see Initiative 10). 

10. Telecommunications needs of remote Indigenous communities 

In response to TSI Recommendation 17, the Government announced it would conduct a major study of the telecommunications requirements of remote Indigenous communities.

Implementation status

The study has been completed following extensive consultation with remote Indigenous communities, their representatives, and other key stakeholders. The Government has now announced a Telecommunications Action Plan for Remote Indigenous Communities (TAPRIC), which is supported by a funding package of $8.3 million over three years for five separate program areas.

11. Training in use of teletypewriter (TTY) equipment

In response to TSI Recommendation 16, the Government announced that: 

· DCITA would assess the extent of unmet needs for TTY training, in consultation with the ACA and other relevant organisations. Additionally, DCITA would negotiate, as required, with the National Relay Service (NRS) provider to have training incorporated into the NRS; and 

· longer term options for meeting telecommunications equipment needs of people with speech and/or hearing impairments and people with other disabilities would be assessed.

Implementation status

· A new framework for additional TTY training has been agreed by DCITA, the ACA and NRS provider—Australian Communications Exchange (ACE).

· An assessment of longer term options for meeting needs of the speech and hearing disabled has been provided to the Minister. 
12. Information for consumers on availability of certain services 

In response to TSI Recommendation 15, the Government announced that the ACA would be directed to review the adequacy of information made available by telecommunications companies on emergency and health-related priority services. The ACA would be required to develop appropriate measures to address any deficiencies.

Implementation status

The ACA reported to the Government on the adequacy of information following a public review, concluding that levels of information were not adequate. The ACA is implementing measures to improve information dissemination, such as amendments to the Telecommunications (Standard Forms of Agreement Information) Determination 1999.

Following the death of Sam Boulding in February 2002 and the ACA’s investigation into the supply of the telephone service to the Boulding family, the Government imposed strict priority assistance requirements on Telstra through a licence condition. Telstra must now provide eligible priority customers with connections, fault repairs or interim services within 24 hours, or 48 hours in remote areas.

13. Reviews of USO contestability 

In response to TSI Recommendations 3 and 4, the Government announced it would continue to monitor the effectiveness of USO contestability and review it after 12, 24 and 36 months of operation. This would allow regulatory arrangements to be fine-tuned and help to determine whether USO contestability should be extended to additional areas. The review of USO contestability pilots in 2002 includes an examination of the TSI recommendation, that up-front incentives should be offered to potential alternative universal service providers in return for their commitment to supply substantial improvements above the legislated minimum.

Implementation status

The USO contestability pilots commenced on 1 July 2001. DCITA commenced the first of three annual reviews in July 2002.

14. Review of telecommunication specific competition regulation

In response to TSI Recommendations 1, 2 and 6, the Government announced it would direct the Productivity Commission to consider in its review the implications of developing telecommunications competition across the country, particularly in regional Australia, and to consider the current Pay TV programming arrangements.

The Government also announced ongoing reviews of telecommunications-specific regulation would be required to consider the regulatory impact on competition development in regional, rural and remote areas. 

Implementation status

The Productivity Commission submitted its final report to the Government on 21 September 2001. The Government responded to the report on 24 April 2002. The Telecommunications Competition Bill 2002 was introduced into the Parliament on 26 September 2002, giving effect to the decisions announced on 24 April.

15. Appointment of a new 'regional' member to the ACA

In response to TSI Recommendation 10, Mr Allan Horsley was appointed to the ACA in December 2000 and began duties in March 2001.

16. Reliability standards and improved quality of service reporting

In response to TSI Recommendations 9, 11 and 12, the Government announced that it would:

· implement reliability standards, and monitoring and enforcement arrangements for services provided under the USO; 

· improve the quality of service reporting for major service providers to allow consumers to make more informed decisions on price and quality; and 

· direct the ACA to adequately monitor faults and investigate extreme cases of failure to meet CSG standards. 

Implementation status

The Minister has accepted the ACA’s reports on these matters. A key outcome of the reports has been the establishment of the Network Reliability Framework, which will see the ACA monitor and review Telstra’s CSG services at three levels. These include at the exchange service area and individual service levels, with the objective of upgrading poorly performing exchanges and services to a much higher level of reliability.

17. Review of the CSG

In response to TSI Recommendations 5 and 13, the Government announced it would direct the ACA to conduct a review of existing CSG arrangements. The review would assess the need for changes to reflect the increasingly competitive telecommunications market where services are delivered through an increasingly diverse range of technologies.

Implementation status

The Minister has accepted the ACA’s report and has announced that the CSG will continue to apply to all providers of fixed telephone services. An investigation is underway to assess how the CSG arrangements can be streamlined to minimise any undue impacts on service providers.
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