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CHAPTER 9: SHARING BENEFITS INTO THE FUTURE

Introduction

Term of Reference 6 requires the Regional Telecommunications Inquiry (the Inquiry) to advise the Minister on:

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.

This Term of Reference indicates that the Government wants regional, rural and remote Australia to share in the benefits of future technological advances and competition—even though these benefits may not emerge ‘commercially’ in regional Australia, or perhaps not as quickly as in metropolitan areas. Another way to view this objective is that there should be a ‘future-proofing’ mechanism put in place to enable the sharing of telecommunications benefits across Australia into the future.

The Inquiry proposes that this mechanism be achieved through arrangements involving:

· a regular independent review mechanism, linked to a formal strategic planning framework;

· a requirement for Government to respond in a meaningful way to the review’s recommendations;

· reasonable certainty of ongoing Commonwealth funding to support service improvements in regional, rural and remote areas; and

· a consolidated focus within the Australian Communications Authority (ACA) on regional, rural and remote issues.

It is clear that achieving the objective of equitable access to future service advances will require funding support of some kind. All the past evidence suggests that higher service delivery costs and ‘thin’ markets in rural and remote areas will continue to act as an impediment to the uniform commercial roll-out of new services. Funding support has been needed in the past—such as through the Universal Service Obligation (USO) levy and through targeted Government funding—and is expected to be needed again in the future in parts of regional, rural and remote Australia.

The Inquiry is therefore proposing an ongoing support process, through a regular independent review and Government response, to enable regional, rural and remote telecommunications service inequities to be identified and addressed in a structured, transparent and effective manner. 

The Term of Reference raises some key issues that the Inquiry has considered carefully in its response. 

Firstly, the concept of sharing implies equity of service outcomes between regional and metropolitan Australia, rather than setting benchmarks for the overall level of service for Australians generally. The Inquiry sees this as sharing the benefits of future technological change and competition, rather than the achievement of preconceived service objectives or benchmarks. In other words, the impetus for improved services generally should be competition and technological innovation through the private sector, rather than through government prescription. 

Another key issue in addressing this Term of Reference is the meaning of ‘reasonably equitably’. As discussed previously in this report, the Inquiry considers the concept of ‘equity’ has to do with fairness of outcomes, including access to an appropriate service in terms of range of available functions, reliability, accessibility and price. It does not necessarily mean outcomes are absolutely ‘equal’ or ‘equivalent’. 

The Inquiry agrees with the view put in many submissions that effective communications are an increasingly vital part of community and economic participation for regional, rural and remote communities, both for accessing key services, such as education and health, and also for communicating across Australia and with the world. For example:

In fact, efficient and reliable telecommunication systems are more critical in country and regional NSW than in urban areas given the vast distances, prospect of medical emergencies and accidents in isolated areas and the community’s increasing reliance on the internet to participate in business, social and educational opportunities. The NSW National Party believes information technology can be a stepping-stone to genuine regional development and decentralisation on a major scale.

It should also be noted that Term of Reference 6 links with other Terms of Reference, in that:

· proposed action to deliver equitable access to higher bandwidth Internet services, and the proposed requirement for an ongoing Telstra local presence are themselves the part of a future sharing strategy (Terms of Reference 3 and 5); and

· the future sharing mechanism itself can be seen as an important legislated safeguard (Term of Reference 4).

NEED FOR, AND ROLE OF, A FUTURE PROOFING MECHANISM

Access to a wide range of telecommunications services continues to be important to participation in contemporary society. It is becoming even more important as the time goes by, as the capacity and benefits of advanced telecommunications services continue to develop. Just like all Australians, people in regional, rural and remote areas need access to a wide range of telecommunications services for business, information, social and recreational purposes, and for personal safety. As technologies and services develop in the future, the potential for all Australians to benefit from these advances will continue to grow. 

Many submissions argued that the need for high quality telecommunications services is even greater in regional, rural and remote areas, because improved telecommunications services can help overcome isolation, and provide access to opportunities that are taken for granted in metropolitan areas. 

People in rural and remote Australia do not have the same sort of access to

common services found in metropolitan and larger regional centres. Banks,

Government agencies such as Medicare, Investment services, and Tertiary

education are typically missing from much of rural Australia.

As a result, the ability of telecommunications services to materially impact on

the lives of rural and remote consumers is much greater than that for urban

consumers who can easily access those services.

Several submissions, such as the Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association (ICPA), Schools of Air and various individual submissions, noted the importance of effective communications in delivering education in regional, rural and remote Australia, enhancing the life opportunities of young people growing up in these areas. For example:

We [the ICPA] strive to ensure that children’s educational needs and future aspirations are not hindered simply because of where they live…

…the linking fact to many of the above points is that children in the areas mentioned rely on communication provided to carry out facets of their education.

As many submissions have pointed out, adequate telecommunications capacity is also a key driver of regional community and economic development. For example:

With the increasing trend to transact business online and access information and services online and the increased withdrawal of face-to-face services in local communities access to the Internet is a vital part of life for rural and regional communities. The trend towards online delivery is accelerating and therefore access to the Internet will not merely be more important, but essential for the survival of local communities.

Now and increasingly, internet access is becoming an integral part of business for primary producers and regional businesses. Lack of access or poor access is costing these rural businesses income through inability to access instant information, up to date prices, even weather reports and river heights. Poor services, slow services and unreliable services are resulting in a loss of information transfer to regional areas.

Underlying all these concerns, is a deep-felt concern about the need for equity between regional and metropolitan Australians:

The lack of communications in other than the Eastern seaboard is an absolute disgrace. So, there are less people away from the cities but they are Australians and not aliens from outerspace and as Australians they deserve to be on an equal footing with their city counterparts.

This view informs the National Farmers’ Federation’s (NFF) policy objectives:

NFF policy states that levels of service in rural and regional areas should be equivalent to those in urban Australia and that the Commonwealth must provide appropriate mechanisms to guarantee ongoing provision of equitable telecommunication services and service quality for ALL Australians.

Over the past five years the Australian Government has maintained a strong focus on telecommunications, in terms of both policy and program initiatives. Significant legislative protections have been put in place—such as the Customer Service Guarantee (CSG) and enhancements to the USO–and more than $1 billion has been allocated to improve telecommunications services and support in regional, rural and remote Australia.

This strong focus has generated significant improvements for regional, rural and remote consumers. While noting the scope for further—or more appropriately, continuous—improvement, many submissions have acknowledged this.

The response to the TSI by Government has provided a wealth of telecommunications service improvements for rural and regional Australia, but as mention[ed] farmers are outcome focused rather that program announcement oriented. NFF commends the Government on the initiatives to date but is keen to see the “in the paddock” outcomes.

AgForce congratulates the Federal Government for the wide range of initiatives established over recent years to improve telecommunications in Australia. While undoubtedly standards of telephone service have risen in significant areas of Queensland, AgForce believes there is still substantial work to be done to address community concerns relating to the timely installation, repair and reliability of basic telephone services.

Services have improved in rural and regional Australia, but this has been the result of massive Government intervention.

However many submissions also expressed concern about how such improvements can be maintained into the future. For example:

We want good services in the future, not just for the next term of Government. Governments come and go but needs for telecommunications services continue and evolve in ways the Howard Government cannot even predict or envision.

This Term of Reference is concerned with how the improved focus on regional, rural and remote telecommunications can be maintained into the future, and how benefits from future commercial developments can be made to flow through equitably to ‘thinner’ markets in rural and remote Australia.

The Inquiry notes that the concept of an ongoing requirement for service reviews and service upgrades has been raised publicly, including by the Government.
 A number of submissions have expressed support for such formal arrangements. For example:

Each of these [Government] initiatives play an important part in ensuring services – particularly in regional Australia – are maintained to a particular level. The [Riverina Regional Development] Board however, is concerned to ensure that these safeguards are ‘future-proof’ and continue to be reviewed and updated to keep abreast of new telecommunications initiatives and technology developments. To this extent, the USO and CSG should be based more around ensuring that, as new technologies are introduced that provide more efficient and effective services, they should be carried through into regional communities within a reasonable period of time. 

On this basis the Board believes the USO and the Customer Service Guarantee should be revised and amended at least every two years.

A regular review process would be vital in order to encourage further developments and the implementation of new technologies in the region, as well as address current issues associated with existing telecommunication services. 

The government needs to ensure this review process is in place. Furthermore, future reviews must be region specific and fuel policy reforms that give rise to region specific safe guards and the enhancement of minimum service provision standards.

A review of equitable telecommunications services availability should be conducted on a three-year cycle with the timely implementation of programs to address any shortcomings.

The Inquiry agrees that governments in the future will not always focus on regional, rural and remote telecommunications as a matter of course, and that the market cannot be guaranteed to deliver important services uniformly. The Inquiry agrees that formal arrangements should be put in place to regularly review what services are important for regional, rural and remote communities, to assess whether access to them is broadly available in those areas, and if not, to recommend to government whether action should be undertaken to provide such access.

An ongoing formal review process of a similar kind is already in place in the United States of America and the European Union, where legislation provides for regular review of their universal service obligations.

To be fully effective, the Inquiry considers such a process for regular review of regional, rural and remote services should be linked with a strategic planning framework for regional telecommunications, and to ongoing arrangements that provide a high degree of certainty that government support funds will be made available on an ongoing basis.

Recommendation 9.1

The Government should put in place a process to regularly review telecommunications services in regional, rural and remote Australia, and to assess whether important new service advancements are being delivered equitably in those areas. 

The review process should be linked to a strategic plan for regional telecommunications, and underpinned by ongoing arrangements that provide a high degree of certainty that Government funds will be made available to support service improvements in regional, rural and remote Australia, where they will not be delivered commercially within a reasonable time frame.

PRINCIPLES FOR A REGULAR REVIEW PROCESS 

The Inquiry considers that the review process should be guided by the following principles:

1. Certainty for regional, rural and remote communities
The review process should provide a high degree of certainty to regional, rural and remote communities that it will result in improved, equitable access to important telecommunications services, particularly to new advanced services, across Australia. 

In the Inquiry’s view this means that:

· core arrangements and requirements should be ongoing and should be set out in legislation;

· governments should be required to respond in a meaningful, public way to the recommendations of reviews; and

· there should be a high degree of certainty of ongoing funds being made available to support service improvements as required.

2. Independence from the executive government
Each review should assess service issues in regional, rural and remote Australia and make its recommendations independent of the executive government of the day. This means that:

· reviews should be undertaken by a body that has an appropriate degree of independence from government;

· the review body should have sufficient resources and expertise to support the work of the review; 

· reviews should have full access to independent expert advice as required; and

· reviews should be public processes.

3. Flexibility to respond to a range of needs
Both the TSI and this Inquiry have emphasised that there are a range of policy tools available to the Government to promote specified telecommunications outcomes, and that tools should be employed appropriately.
 

Future reviews should provide the opportunity for the government to select the best policy response to meet particular needs and circumstances. Government policy responses need to take into account different prevailing market conditions in different areas, and variations in community needs across regions. As noted in Chapter 7 of this report, while the USO is a critically important safety net for telephone services, simply upgrading the USO to include new services is not likely to be the best way to address future service needs, and to promote high quality service, competition and consumer choice.

4. Support for competition
While future reviews will focus on those areas where competition is not fully effective in delivering important new services, it will be important that review considerations and recommendations are targeted at improving the competitive delivery of services in those areas, rather than perpetuating a non-competitive environment. In other words, review recommendations and government policy responses, should be aimed at improving the competitive, sustainable delivery of new services as far as possible across regional, rural and remote Australia.

RECOMMENDATION 9.2

Establishing a structure for future reviews of regional, rural and remote telecommunications services should: 

· provide certainty for regional, rural and remote communities; 

· ensure that reviews are independent from executive government; 

· allow for flexible and appropriate policy responses to meet the range of needs in regional, rural and remote Australia; and

· promote competition and commercial service delivery as the most effective and sustainable service outcome.

CORE ELEMENTS OF A REVIEW PROCESS 

The key issues in establishing an effective mechanism to review and improve services are:

· who conducts the review and how that body relates to the Government;

· what it reviews and the degree of discretion of the review body in what it reviews; 

· how it operates; 

· the degree of Government discretion involved in responding to review recommendations; and

· a reasonable certainty of ongoing resources to allow effective Government response.

Having regard to the principles stated above, the Inquiry’s preferred review model has the following features:

· the review body should be independent from executive government, but would not duplicate existing policy development and regulatory oversight processes;

· the review body would have a degree of discretion and flexibility about the scope of reviews, but would be required to consider a core set of issues, primarily in relation to the equitable availability of important telecommunications services to regional, rural and remote Australians. The review body would need to seek public and industry input in developing its report; and

· the Government of the day would be legally obliged to consider and respond in a meaningful way to all the review’s findings and recommendations, but the Government would not be bound to accept all recommendations. It would need to give public justification of its approach if it did not.

In proposing this model the Inquiry is mindful that any ongoing government intervention to deliver particular levels of telecommunications service would likely involve a considerable allocation of national financial resources. For example, almost $1 billion of Commonwealth funding has been provided under the Networking the Nation, Social Bonus and TSI programs. 

No future government should be prevented from exercising its proper fiscal responsibilities, and considering on a case by case basis whether a service upgrade should proceed, particularly when significant public funds may be required. 

At the same time it is important to establish a process for future funding that is as certain as possible. To facilitate more certain future funding for telecommunications purposes, the Inquiry proposes that the Government put in place formal arrangements for an ongoing funding allocation, specifically targeted at regional telecommunications. 

While a number of models for such funding arrangements have been put to the Inquiry, and are discussed briefly in this chapter, the Inquiry has not made a recommendation on a preferred model, believing that it is ultimately a matter for the Government.

RECOMMENDATION 9.3

The scope of regular reviews of regional, rural and remote telecommunications services should be flexible, but there should be a core focus on assessing whether important new telecommunications services are available equitably across Australia.

RECOMMENDATION 9.4

Future governments should be legally obliged to respond publicly to the recommendations of future reviews, and to justify responses that are not in accord with review recommendations. 

A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR REGIONAL TELECOMMUNICATIONS

To underpin and support the review process, the Inquiry considers the Government should establish and maintain a strategic plan for regional telecommunications. Such a plan could set out Government objectives in relation to regional telecommunications, as well as strategies, programs and projects, regulatory arrangements, funding commitments and timeframes for achieving objectives. It would have a key focus on strategies for providing new services under future-proofing  initiatives, but could also cover other key areas of policy priority, such as services in remote Indigenous communities, awareness and training, and demand aggregation strategies, to take a number of current areas of policy focus.

A plan of this kind would support the review process by: 

· providing a primary reference point against which to measure progress; and

· giving guidance to the review about Government policy priorities and objectives.

In turn the recommendations and outcomes of each review process would feed into the further development of the regional plan.

More broadly, a regional telecommunications plan would also promote:

· a structured and well-planned approach (including across tiers of government) to providing telecommunications service benefits to regional, rural and remote communities; and

· a better understanding by regional, rural and remote Australians of Government objectives and strategies in this area.

In advocating a strategic plan, the Inquiry is not suggesting the government should take a centralised or prescriptive role in driving the development of telecommunications in regional, rural and remote Australia, for example through advocating particular technologies, or setting prescriptive service targets. Rigid planning approaches are inappropriate in the rapidly developing telecommunications industry, and can lead to poor policy decisions that are not in the best interests of consumers. 

The plan should help regional, rural and remote consumers understand what governments are doing to improve service provision, including in the area of new service developments, and what Government strategies aim to achieve. Similarly it could assist industry to better understand the Government’s service objectives and policy strategies. 

The development of such a strategic plan has been advocated in a number of submissions, including those of the West Australian and Queensland Governments.

A National Strategic Plan is needed which maintains and enhances Australia’s position regarding telecommunications use among its first world peers. This plan needs to take a holistic view of telecommunications making best advantage of all tiers of government as well as the infrastructure and content industries.

FUNDING OF FUTURE SERVICE DELIVERY INITIATIVES

The Inquiry recognises that there are competing demands for Government funding, which make it difficult to commit substantial funds into the future for particular purposes. However, there would be little public confidence in any ‘future-proofing’ mechanism that was not backed up by a more than usual degree of certainty in relation to funding.

This view has been expressed by a number of key stakeholders. Some kind of ongoing funding arrangement therefore needs to be part of the ‘future proofing’ mechanism. 

The Government should provide funding, where necessary, to maintain equitable telecommunications services to a suitable minimum standards into the future.

Need for Commonwealth funding

Most telecommunications services are provided on a fully commercial basis under Australia’s competitive telecommunications regime. In regional areas, however, services are sometimes subsidised. In the case of fixed telephony, there was originally an internal cross-subsidy within Telstra and its predecessors (Telecom and the Postmaster-General). With the advent of competition this was converted to an industry cross-subsidy. With the commercial provision of, and growing demand for, a wider range of telecommunications services, new strategies for facilitating widespread service access have developed. In all instances, however, the common factor is the need to allocate funding to subsidise commercially unprofitable services. 

As discussed in Chapter 7, reliance on USO-style cross-subsidies has been increasingly rejected as inappropriate in a competitive market. Instead, more transparent and better-targeted funding approaches for supporting service delivery have been developed. These have included commercial pricing of service and payment of subsidies, both to providers and to customers. There has been a general move away from industry-funded subsidies to government funded subsidies.

The Inquiry does not consider industry subsidisation of future sharing arrangements is appropriate. It considers industry funding to meet the cost of non-commercial telecommunications needs would impose a significant financial burden on the industry, and would negatively affect investment incentives, not just in regional Australia but nationally. Ultimately, it would also impact negatively on prices paid by consumers for telecommunications services. Government funding is preferred by the Inquiry. 

As noted in Chapter 7, many industry submissions expressed similar views to these, along with concerns about current industry funding of the USO. These concerns have been backed up by non-industry submissions. For example:

The current supply side [USO] arrangements have created significant impediments to the realisation of improvements in rural telecommunications services … and in the delivery in rural areas of quality public sector services that are increasingly dependent on high-speed broadband infrastructure.

While USO funding is more complex because of the historical circumstances in which it has evolved, the Inquiry has some sympathy with industry’s arguments, as indicated in Chapters 2 and 7. The Inquiry considers this may be an area that would benefit from further Government investigation.

In summary, the Inquiry considers funding responsibility should rest primarily with Government, rather than industry. It is appropriate for Government to directly fund its social and economic telecommunications policy objectives, as it does other policy priorities.

Golden Shares

Another funding option which has been raised is the ‘Golden Share’, as it was called in the United Kingdom, or the ‘Kiwi Share’ as it was called in New Zealand. These are special shareholdings kept by government in privatised national carriers, giving the government special rights in relation to service delivery. This is a kind of sharing mechanism both in terms of an obligation to provide services and to fund them.

The notion of having a ‘Golden Share’ to provide future benefits runs counter to the Inquiry’s preference for transparent government funding rather than hidden industry cross-subsidies. The Inquiry believes other government policy options, as discussed in this report, are more transparent than this mechanism.

There was no support for the ‘Golden Share’ concept in submissions to the Inquiry.

RECOMMENDATION 9.5

The Government should provide funding for future service improvements in regional, rural and remote Australia, rather than imposing financial obligations on industry. 
Options for specific Government funding models

Concerns have been expressed in submissions about government budget funding being an uncertain mechanism for future service upgrades in regional, rural and remote Australia. For example:

Nevertheless the politically-driven approach of the last six years has implications for future telecommunications funding. On the one hand, it raises the question as to whether the political will to fund regional telecommunications needs from budget would long survive the full sale of Telstra, should this eventuate. On the other, it creates an expectation in the industry at large that any future funding of uncommercial services will come directly from government, rather than through any increase in industry levies.

These concerns could be overcome through various mechanisms to enable greater certainty of future funding. One option suggested by the Western Australian National Party is a levy on telecommunications transactions:

The means to ensure the people in rural, regional and remote Australia share reasonably equitably in delivery of telecommunications in the long term, could be in the provision of fund drawn from a small levy on every financial transaction on any Telco in Australia to produce a figure of say $300M per year in 2002 dollars to expand and upgrade the rural and regional telecommunications infrastructure…

There has also been considerable speculation about using part of the proceeds from any future sale of Telstra to underpin future service upgrades and/or extensions. Most interest has centred on the establishment of a trust fund to provide an ongoing funding source. For example:

The Australian Telecommunications Users Group (ATUG) is proposing a Rural Telecommunications Development Trust that would use some funds from the further sale of Telstra to ensure continuity of improved services in regional Australia. While the State Government does not support the further sale of Telstra, the Trust would be an appropriate funding mechanism to provide for ongoing investment in regional telecommunications infrastructure beyond a level that is achievable on a non-subsidised or non-commercial basis, ie where the return on investment falls below the cost of capital.

The suggestion is that the Trust could be established as an independent statutory body within the Communications portfolio, reporting to the Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts. In concept, the funding mechanism would be an annuity based on funds obtained from the sale of further shares in Telstra. The actual funding mechanism need not require direct investment of sale proceeds exclusively for the benefit of the trust. Annual budget appropriation would suffice. However, to improve credibility, amendments to the Telecommunications Act creating the Trust could also set out the formula by which annual funding is determined.

A vehicle such as the Telecommunications Development Trust should be considered as an ongoing mechanism for responding to benchmarked needs in rural and remote communities if there are proceeds from the further sale of Telstra.
A targeted communication fund needs to be established, and continually supported by the USO providers to ensure funds are available in the future to upgrade services to those customers deemed by the telecommunication industry to be “uneconomic”.

CTN would prefer to ensure that all Australians share in future telecommunications benefits by keeping the customer access network in public ownership. If that is not achievable, we would prefer a structural separation of Telstra. However, if Telstra is to be entirely privatised, we would want the proceeds of sale to be committed to a fund for infrastructure development. We need to consider how we might best achieve communications sustainability if the establishment of such a fund is the only realistic option.

The Inquiry has no view on the future sale of Telstra, but believes a trust fund, however it is financed, would be an effective mechanism. 

As indicated, decisions on the source of, and mechanisms for future funding are ultimately a matter for the Government. What is important is that there be an ongoing and highly reliable source of Commonwealth funding for telecommunications services improvements in regional, rural and remote Australia. 

The level of Commonwealth funding

Few submissions suggested an actual amount for ongoing Commonwealth funding. 

WAFarmers has resolved:

“That we request as part of the agreement to the full privatisation of Telstra that 25% of the net sale price be placed in a Trust and the income used to ensure technological advances in telecommunications are advanced to rural and remote Australia in perpetuity and at an affordable cost.”

The Inquiry has not actively pursued this matter, and considers the size of any eventual funding allocation is essentially a matter for government.

The Inquiry notes, however, that significant funding will be required into the future. For example, the Inquiry’s proposal in relation to the provision of equitable access to higher bandwidth services could cost well over $100 million over three years. Similarly, investment in recent years in telecommunications infrastructure and service by both industry and government has been significant, running to hundreds of millions of dollars.

A BETTER FOCUS ON REGIONAL, RURAL AND REMOTE AUSTRALIA

To support the review and strategic planning proposals recommended above, the Inquiry believes there should be a specific organisational focus on monitoring and assessing the telecommunications needs of regional, rural and remote Australia. 

Some submissions have suggested that a specialist regional telecommunications office be established to protect and advance the interests of regional telecommunications users. For example:

It is essential that either the current power of a component of public ownership is maintained or that a completely rural centric authority be formed to ensure timely and adequate telecommunications provision in rural areas.

This guarantee must be backed up by a regulatory authority that has substantial and transparent powers to vigilantly protect all rural and remote Australian’s [sic] right of access to a communications network that will always parallel the baseline standards of comparable urban service in capacity, for features and affordabillity.

… Australia requires a statutory body to oversee and in the final analysis supply telecommunications services to regional and rural consumers appropriately comparable to urban services on a sustainable basis.

AgForce suggests that a statutory body be established with funding to spend on specific, targeted infrastructure. This body should deliver ongoing, coordinated and a sustained focus to address regional, rural and remote telecommunications concerns – now and into the future. 

However the Inquiry considers the functions envisaged for a regional telecommunications office would largely duplicate existing ACA and Ministerial functions and increase bureaucracy and the cost to the public purse with little additional benefit. While recognising advantages in such an office, functions to support monitoring and review of regional telecommunications could effectively be fulfilled by refinement of the ACA’s existing functions, structure and operations.

The ACA as the review body

The ACA, with input from external experts and regional representatives, would be an appropriate body to undertake the reviews. The ACA has an appointed member with a specific role to represent the interests of regional Australia. Secretariat services for the review would be appropriately provided by the ACA, particularly if its monitoring and reporting functions are enhanced as recommended by this Inquiry.

The review body should be independent from executive Government, allowing it to give Government an external perspective, and to reassure regional, rural and remote stakeholders that recommendations would not be influenced by other Government fiscal or policy priorities. The ACA is a statutory body with the necessary degree of independence from the Government to satisfy this requirement.

Other enhancements to the ACA’s role 

An effective alternative to a separate office of regional communications would be the establishment of a specific regional communications unit within the ACA. This could draw together the ACA’s regional activities and regulatory oversight, which are already extensive. These current functions could be enhanced to improve the focus on regional, rural and remote telecommunications, through:

· monitoring and reporting on industry performance and regulatory compliance in regional, rural and remote areas on a more disaggregated basis (including in relation to remote Indigenous communities);

· monitoring and reporting on technological and other industry trends of particularly relevance to regional Australia, with a view to supporting the review panel. This work could also feed into the development of the strategic plan, and inform Government assessment of review recommendations; and

· monitoring trends internationally in relation to regional telecommunications.

RECOMMENDATION 9.6

The Government should ensure that regular reviews of regional telecommunications services are supported by organisational arrangements that provide a strong focus on monitoring and assessing regional, rural and remote service levels. The Australian Communications Authority would be an appropriate body to undertake this function.

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

RECOMMENDATION 9.1

The Government should put in place a process to regularly review telecommunications services in regional, rural and remote Australia, and to assess whether important new service advancements are being delivered equitably in those areas.

The review process should be linked to a strategic plan for regional telecommunications, and underpinned by ongoing arrangements that provide a high degree of certainty that Government funds will be made available to support service improvements in regional, rural and remote Australia, where they will not be delivered commercially within a reasonable time frame.


RECOMMENDATION 9.2

Establishing a structure for future reviews of regional, rural and remote telecommunications services should: 

· provide certainty for regional, rural and remote communities; 

· ensure that reviews are independent from executive government; 

· allow for flexible and appropriate policy responses to meet the range of needs in regional, rural and remote Australia; and

· promote competition and commercial service delivery as the most effective and sustainable service outcome.


RECOMMENDATION 9.3

The scope of regular reviews of regional, rural and remote telecommunications services should be flexible, but there should be a core focus on assessing whether important new telecommunications services are available equitably across Australia.


RECOMMENDATION 9.4

Future governments should be legally obliged to respond publicly to the recommendations of future reviews, and to justify responses that are not in accord with review recommendations. 


RECOMMENDATION 9.5

The Government should provide funding for future service improvements in regional, rural and remote Australia, rather than imposing financial obligations on industry.


RECOMMENDATION 9.6

The Government should ensure that regular reviews of regional telecommunications services are supported by organisational arrangements that provide a strong focus on monitoring and assessing regional, rural and remote service levels. The Australian Communications Authority would be an appropriate body to undertake this function.
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