PART three: Future actions

This part of the report addresses Terms of Reference 3, 4, 5 and 6, all of which require the Inquiry to consider and recommend possible future Government action that may be taken to achieve the specific objectives set out in those Terms of Reference. The four key issues associated with these Terms of Reference are summarised as:

· What additional Government action could be taken to remove impediments to the delivery of Internet services at 64 kilobits per second (kbps) or better?

· Is further action required to ensure legislated consumer safeguards are enforced into the future?

· Should the Government ensure that Telstra retains an ongoing commitment to maintaining a local presence in regional, rural and remote Australia, and if so, how should this be achieved?

· How can the Government ensure that people in regional, rural and remote Australia have ongoing equitable access to the benefits of future advances in telecommunications services? 

In analysing these issues and recommending ways forward the Inquiry has been guided by some key principles. These principles, which also underpinned the approach of the Telecommunications Service Inquiry (TSI), are strongly recommended to the Government as the preferred basis on which future actions should be considered and undertaken. 

· Support for competition: The Inquiry noted and supports the view expressed by telecommunications service providers and others that promoting open, fair and unfettered competitive opportunities is the best way to achieve improved levels of service, access to new technologies, consumer choice and downward pressure on prices in regional, rural and remote Australia. 

At the same time there are always likely to be areas where competition is not fully effective, and where Government intervention is necessary to achieve more equitable outcomes for consumers. Such Government intervention, to the maximum extent possible, should also seek to promote vigorous competition among telecommunications service providers. Governments should avoid actions which either impose unreasonable costs on industry, result in unreasonable industry cross-subsidies, raise barriers to market entry or impose unreasonable prescription on the way industry operates.

· Overall fairness and equity: Interventions to achieve improvements in areas without access to services, impose costs that are ultimately borne by consumers, whether as taxpayers or as end-users of telecommunications services. Government interventions therefore need to strike a reasonable balance between providing support for regional, rural and remote telecommunications consumers, and ensuring that such support is fully justified by equity considerations.

· Efficiency and effective targeting: Particularly in light of the two objectives stated above, Government interventions need to be well-targeted, and facilitate the cost-effective use of Government or industry resources. In other words, Governments should seek to achieve high quality outcomes for target communities and consumers, at least possible cost to taxpayers. This objective is assisted by effective targeting, recognising that regional, rural and remote telecommunications needs are not homogenous, and there is no ‘one size fits all’. 

The strength and value of the telecommunications service environment is increasingly in the variety and choice it offers consumers, both in terms of services and service providers. Therefore, Government actions should recognise and endeavour to respond to different community needs, and facilitate flexibility and choice to the greatest degree possible. This is partly about supporting competition, but it is also about ensuring Government actions and programs are ‘demand-driven’—that is, they are framed in response to community needs and priorities, and seek to inform, involve and empower communities, rather than impose solutions on them.

In proposing that the Government be guided by these principles in any future interventions, the Inquiry re-emphasises the finding of the TSI report that competition in the telecommunications industry has already provided considerable consumer benefits across Australia and, if appropriately supported by Government, will continue to develop and flourish. As new products and services emerge in the future through competitive processes, Governments will continue to face the challenge of ensuring that the benefits they bring are shared equitably across Australian society, including in regional areas where commercial roll-out may prove difficult and expensive.

The Inquiry believes that the Government should respond to these future challenges carefully, and in accordance with the principles outlined by this Inquiry. Failure to do so could ultimately reduce service benefits for those regional, rural and remote consumers who the Government aims to assist.

160

