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Telecommunications services - Needs and shortfalls
Background to the Taskforce
This submission is the result of a “taskforce” of local state members of parliament in the Central Highlands, Yarra Valley and Macedon Ranges regions of Victoria and the Labor Candidate for the Federal seat of McEwen. This task force was put together as a result of what was perceived to be the inaction of the current Federal Member for McEwen, Mrs Fran Bailey, to consult with residents and businesses throughout the electorate of McEwen prior to the vote of the House of Representatives in August this year to pass the proposed legislation that would facilitate the sale of Telstra.
Unlike many other regional Federal MP’s, whether they be Liberal, Labor, or Independent, no surveys, consultation or information were provided to the people of the Central Highlands/Yarra Valley/Macedon region of Victoria prior to Mrs Bailey voting in favour of the Bill in August this year.

As a result, and in response to the many concerns that we as state MP’s and candidates have received from people throughout the area, we have sought, in the very short time frame that has been available to us, to represent the views of many who have come to us voicing their deep and real concerns about the proposed legislation.

Necessarily, this submission cannot be as complete as we would wish it to be. The taskforce is still receiving the concerns of residents and businesses throughout our region. Notwithstanding that, the concerns of our constituents have been consistent throughout the region, and form the basis of this submission.

As part of our submission, we are seeking to present further submissions by way of public hearing. We request that the Committee make the time to visit at least some of the areas of the Central Highlands/Yarra Valley/Macedon Ranges and familiarise themselves with some the unique concerns and challenges that face us in terms of telecommunications.

If time does not permit, we ask for the opportunity for one or more of the task force to attend a public hearing in Melbourne where we hope to expand on the concerns of residents, business, and community organisations about the future of telecommunication services in our region should Telstra be allowed to be privatised.

Background to the Region
The Central Highlands, Yarra Valley and Macedon Ranges regions of Victoria cover a diverse range of geography and economic activity. They encompass the rapidly expanding outer urban fringe of the Melbourne metropolitan area, including Diamond Creek, and South Morang, rural towns such as Healesville, Yarra Junction, Seymour, Gisborne, Kilmore and Wallan, and many smaller rural communities. 
Geographically it stretches from the coastal plain areas immediately to the north of Melbourne, encompasses areas such as the Yarra Valley, through to the high mountain country.

It is a diverse and dynamic region which in the past decade has seen massive and ongoing transformation in its economic and population base.
A number of Shires are encompassed in this area, including Nillumbik, Whittlesea, Yarra Ranges, Macedon Ranges, Mitchell and Murrindindi Shires. All but Murrindindi could be termed urban / rural interface Shires, with all these Shires facing growth pressures from the continued development of Melbourne.
Each Shire has its own particular demands. In any assessment of the future telecommunication needs of the region, it is important to look at the economic and demographic dynamics at work. This submission examines these dynamics on a Shire by Shire basis, relying heavily on each Shire’s own statistics, strategies and views about current and future needs.

Mitchell Shire
The Mitchell Shire comprises parts of the former Shires of Seymour, Broadford and McIvor and all of the former Shires of Pyalong and Kilmore

The Shire's total area is 2864 (sq km) and the current population is approximately 29,300, with an annual growth rate in 2001-2 of 3.2%, higher than the Victorian average of 1.4%.Much of this growth is occurring in the southern parts of Mitchell Shire, particularly around Kilmore, Broadford and Wallan, with new residents being attracted to commuter settlements which offer affordable land and housing prices in a rural setting.
This rapid growth has significant implications in terms of the delivery of infrastructure services – including telecommunications services – in the next few years.
With growing population, there has been a considerable growth in the labour force, particularly in the southern part of the Shire – approximately 15% p.a. in 2002-3. There is a relatively high proportion of tradespeople and related workers, with a great many self employed.

Mitchell Shire’s industry structure shows the importance of the defence forces at Puckapunyal and of the manufacturing, transport and retail sectors. In fact, the manufacturing sector employs the largest number of people with some 15.5% in 2001. A higher proportion of people in the north of the Shire are employed in agriculture, fishing and forestry than in the south. 
Mitchell Shire has a very diverse economic base. In terms of businesses, the construction sector is significant in size, along with agriculture, property and business services, retail, transport and manufacturing. Of particular importance is the number of jobs in the education sector in Kilmore with two large private schools in the township.

Areas of possible growth for the Shire include expanding the role of tourism and accommodation – particularly for visitors stopping on their way to other destinations and for conferences.

The rapid growth of Mitchell Shire means that the development of telecommunication services needs to keep pace with rapid growth. Optic fibre cables run along the Hume Highway through the major towns of the Shire and the main townships of Kilmore, Seymour, Broadford and Wandong all have broadband ADSL coverage. 
With industry, the retail sector, agriculture, accommodation and tourism all growing in Mitchell Shire, it is vital that high quality telecommunication services are developed to all parts of Mitchell Shire.
Murrindindi Shire
The Murrindindi Shire Economic Development Strategy (EDS) has a focus on three key industry sectors; Agriculture, Forestry and Tourism. These three sectors were identified in a preliminary assessment of all sectors in the Shire as being the most important industry sectors (excluding retail and government) in terms of employment, business locations and future growth.

The EDS reports that:

“The Accommodation, Café & Restaurant sector had the highest aggregate employment in 1998 with 491 people listed as employed in the sector. This accounted for 15.73% of employment in the Shire. 
The next highest sector, Tourism, is a major economic driver for the Shire of Murrindindi and the tourism industry provides significant levels of employment. Key indicators include:

· The ‘Accommodation, Restaurants and Café’ sector is the largest employer in the Shire of Murrindindi (16% of total employment). 

· 10% of the Shire’s resident labour force works in the tourism industry

· 12% of the Shire’s property base value is tourism-related

· 1 million visitors per annum are attracted to the Shire of Murrindindi and generate around $128 million in total visitor expenditure in the area.”
With a growing tourism sector, high quality telecommunications services are vital for an industry where many of the businesses involved are located in outlying rural areas, rather than in larger towns. High speed internet services, access to broadband and fast repair of phone faults are very important for tourism businesses to maintain high quality contact with their customers.
Macedon Ranges Shire
Macedon Ranges is located north–west of Melbourne, stretching from just north of Melbourne Airport through to near Kyneton on the Calder Freeway heading to Bendigo.
The Shire reports in its Economic Development strategy document that:

“The Shire has a diverse economic base. Townships in the Shire’s south, including Gisborne, New Gisborne, Riddells Creek, Romsey, Woodend, Macedon and Mt Macedon, are a focus for commuters to Melbourne.

In the north, the townships of Kyneton, Romsey, Lancefield, Malmsbury and Tylden are characterised by more agricultural enterprises and manufacturing operations.

Alongside traditional sheep and cattle grazing, broad acre cropping, timber milling and light industry, specialty farming venues are growing in popularity and viticulture is now a thriving industry in the area, with local winemakers producing an increasing number of award-winning varieties.

Tourism is a growing industry in the Macedon Ranges. Key features include gourmet food, fine wine, art, major events, natural attractions, the gardens of Mt Macedon, historic townships, conference venues, bed and breakfast accommodation, and other forms of accommodation.

There is great potential for the Shire to develop home based businesses, where professional people live and work in the Shire whilst servicing industries outside our region. This is compatible with long term vision for the Shire where our lifestyle and natural amenity are paramount.”
The development of home bases businesses, alongside the existing industries in Macedon Ranges Shire, again is based on the expectation of high quality telecommunications services.

Nillumbik Shire
The Shire covers an area of 430 square kilometres and has an estimated population of over 58,000 who live in communities which range from typical urban settings to remote and bush properties.

The draft Economic Development Strategy (EDS) of 2002 for the Shire reports on the breakdown of the population for the Shire, as well as showing computer usage and employment in the Shire.
	Age Group  
	Persons  
	% of Population    

	0-4  
	4,175  
	7.21    

	5-17  
	13,509  
	23.32    

	18-24  
	5,470  
	9.44    

	25-34  
	7,011  
	12.1    

	35-49  
	15,501  
	3.18    

	50-59  
	7,311  
	26.76    

	60-69  
	2,709  
	12.62    

	70-84  
	1,844  
	4.68    

	85+  
	401  
	0.69    

	  
	  
	    

	Total  
	57,931  
	57,931    

	
	
	


	Internet Use  
	Persons  
	% of Population    

	Used Internet  
	29,649  
	51.18    

	Did not use internet  
	26,641  
	45.99    

	Not Stated - Internet use  
	1,642  
	2.83    

	  
	Total  
	57,932    

	57,932  
	
	


	Computer Use at Home  
	Persons  
	% of Population    

	Used computer at home  
	34,201  
	59.04    

	Did not use computer at home  
	22,495  
	38.83    

	Not Stated - Computer use  
	1,236  
	2.13    

	Total  
	57,932  
	57,932    

	
	
	


	People in Nillumbik Working

	Industry of Work  

Persons  

% of Population    

Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing  

292  

0.95    

Mining  

38  

0.12    

Manufacturing  

4,016  

13.05    

Electricity, Gas and Water Supply  

166  

0.54    

Construction  

2,960  

9.62    

Wholesale Trade  

1,687  

5.48    

Retail Trade  

4,287  

13.93    

Accommodation, Cafes, Restaurants  

979  

3.18    

Transport and Storage  

925  

3.01    

Communication Services  

615  

2    

Finance and Insurance  

1,276  

4.15    

Property and Business Services  

3,821  

12.42    

Government Admin & Defence  

810  

2.63    

Education  

2,984  

9.7    

Health and Community Services  

3,348  

10.88    

Cultural and Recreational Services  

837  

2.72    

Personal and Other Services  

1,167  

3.79    

Non-classifiable   

159  

0.52    

Not stated  

401  

1.3    

  

  

    

Total  

30,768  

    


	


Business in Nillumbik Shire
The vast majority (85%) of Nillumbik’s businesses are small businesses with less than 10 employees. Many of these are concentrated in the Tourism and Hospitality, Agribusiness and Retail sectors.

Tourism and Hospitality

Tourism is a growing and vibrant sector in Nillumbik. The sector provides an opportunity to achieve employment growth, particularly in rural areas. The Council draft EDS states that council has marked tourism as a major growth vehicle for the Shire in the next five years.
This will be particularly concentrated on the attractions associated with the Yarra Valley trail, which highlights the delights of the Plenty and Yarra Valley region, including wineries, arts and crafts, and related activities. 
Again, as with the other Shires, high quality telecommunication services will be of utmost importance in the development of tourism, particularly in the more rural, hilly terrain of Nillumbik Shire.

Yarra Ranges Shire
The Yarra Ranges Shire is located to the east of Melbourne and covers a range of communities in the Dandenong Ranges and surrounds. The total Shire has a population of some 140,000.

For the purpose of this submission, that part of the Shire that is being looked at includes Healesville, Launching Place, Yarra Junction, Warburton and the Upper Yarra Valley in general. 

As the council describes the Shire in its strategy document Vision 2020 - Yarra Ranges:

“It is a rich mosaic of urban settlements, productive rural holdings, healthy waterways, native bushland and forest.

Yarra Ranges is also the home of a thriving business sector. Council’s facilitation of business opportunities has led to steady economic growth in the Shire. This growth has brought with it increased local employment and economic prosperity, which is enjoyed by all sections of the community. There are high levels of employment – in the traditional workplace, for those who spend part of their week electronically connected to their place of work from home, and for those self employed working at home.” 

Further, the Shire states as part of its strategy document for the Shire through to 2020 that:

“Telecommuting and the shift to flexible work places have also had a significant impact on the Shire. Many residents whose homes are wired to their offices now work some days each week at home and go to the ‘office’ only two or three days a week. Many residents own and operate their own home based businesses, which are either ‘stand alone’ or more often form part of strategic alliances or supplier chains. In fact, living in the Shire has become highly desired by professionals, who conduct their global businesses on-line from offices or residences in the Shire.”

City of Whittlesea 
The City of Whittlesea is somewhat different from the other Shires mentioned insofar as it has a large urban population, and is currently subject to large growth that is projected to continue in to the foreseeable future.
City of Whittlesea reports show that there will be an enormous growth in population in the municipality, and in particular in the areas that are covered by this submission; that is the areas of Mernda/Doreen, South Morang, Epping North, and Whittlesea township itself.

For example the area of Epping North is projected by Council to grow from just 196 people in 2000 to some 14,000 by 2016. Mernda /Doreen is expected to grow from 1,853 to over 12,000 in the same time frame. South Morang is expected to grow from just over 5,000 to over 20,000.

The City highlights that a key part of its economic strategy is that these new growth corridors must be linked to high speed / broadband telecommunications technology.

Indeed it is a central plank of the economic strategy of the city that it wishes to target Information Technology industries and related enterprises.
Clearly, the growth demands of the City of Whittlesea and the course of its projected economic strategy will rely to a large degree on the level and quality of the telecommunications networks that are developed within these new growth areas.

Overview
It is clear from all the projections and plans that Councils in the region have developed for the next few years that there will be an increasing reliance on the best quality telecommunications services.

Most Councils have developed strategies that target industries such as tourism or new forms of agribusiness that rely heavily on very high quality telecommunications services. In addition, the future growth of Whittlesea and its targeting of IT related businesses to the region will of course be dependent on the quality of telecommunication services that are delivered to the area.

It is interesting to note that Councils in our region are also seeking to attract residents who will work over the net from home. We believe that the region’s unique and beautiful environment should increasingly attract a range of professionals who will desire to work from home, if there are quality telecommunications facilities available. As shall be reported later on in this submission, a number of complaints have been received by us that indicate that there is dissatisfaction on this score.

As local state members and candidate, we are dedicated to the economic growth of our region. We wish to ensure that the continued development of our region is underpinned by the best in telecommunications.
Residents of the area are concerned that the behaviour of Telstra since the part privatisation has been to concentrate on development of infrastructure in the inner city cores of Sydney and Melbourne, and ignore the particular needs of residents in regions such as our own.

Telstra Service Issues
In the short time that the taskforce has sought to gather the views of the people of our region, a number of issues has been brought to our attention.

They can be grouped into three categories:
1. General service standards 

2. Unavailability of high speed / broadband services

3. Mobile phone black spots
General Service standards

A number of complaints have been received by the taskforce over the last year or two about concerns that general service may soon be declining in the region, if it is not already.

Telstra has cut staff in many areas of the region during recent times, and staff report that further cuts are either happening, as in the case of Healesville as this report is being written, or has occurred, as in the case of areas including Diamond Creek, Macedon / Gisborne, Seymour and Epping / Whittlesea.

In addition, the anecdotal evidence from members of the public and indeed employees of Telstra is that much of the existing infrastructure is old (some claiming it dates back to the 1950’s in the Seymour / Broadford area. One gentleman who spoke to a taskforce member mentioned that when Telstra had carried out some much needed work on his phone line some 2 kms from Seymour township, they noted that much of the equipment still had KGVI on it – that is, it had been installed during the reign of King George VI), that many properties, including many in rural areas are “pair gained”, and that there is too few staff to perform anything other than immediate repairs.

Certainly it is the case that staff numbers have decreased significantly in the region over the last few years, and that some residents are reporting concerns and delays in new connections or that their existing connection is slow or not working properly.
Businesses and residents that are increasingly relying on the existing service standards are finding it difficult to properly conduct business when they are dependent on old wiring to conduct business, either domestically or overseas.

Unavailability of high speed / broadband services

A growing concern that has been highlighted to members of the taskforce in the very short time that we have sought the views of constituents, has been the relative lack of quality high speed / broadband services in the region.

As highlighted in the overview of the region given above, the trend of economic development is increasingly dependent on the best quality telecommunication services. That is the case whether it is new agribusiness, or in tourism, or involved in teleworking.

However it is clear from many businesses and residents that they just don’t have the access to these services. In other words, the national carrier, Telstra, has not invested in the communities of our region to ensure that our local economy can develop to its full potential.

It is the understanding of the taskforce for instance that in the Diamond Valley area, ADSL/Broadband is only available in a very limited area from the Diamond Creek Exchange. It is our understanding that ADSL/ Broadband is available in Hurstbridge as well.

However one constituent, who lives no more than two to three kilometres from the Hurstbridge exchange, cannot properly carry on his international share trading business from home because of the lack of high speed access. This example is replicated throughout the Diamond Valley area to our understanding, and there is at least anecdotal evidence that there are many businesses, especially Agribusinesses and tourist related businesses (never mind residents) that have no hope of accessing ADSL/Broadband.

It is the clear view of the taskforce that Telstra has been under investing in our region, in preference to those areas closer into the metropolitan areas of Melbourne. This appears to have been the case since the part privatisation of Telstra.
The taskforce understands that capital expenditure by Telstra has fallen consistently for the last few years, and by large amounts. In addition, much of the construction infrastructure that Telstra once had in the Central Highlands / Yarra Valley / Macedon Ranges region has been stripped in recent years.
It is the clear view of the taskforce that the further privatisation of Telstra will not lead to a greater commitment from Telstra to provide the infrastructure that the region needs to develop to its full economic potential. Rather the evidence and behaviour to date leads the taskforce to the conclusion that there will be rather less investment by Telstra.

It is the view of the taskforce that any further investment after full privatisation of Telstra will only come directly from Government, not from the resources of Telstra. It is an experience that the people of Central Highlands, Yarra Valley and Macedon Ranges have already seen with other privatisation projects including electricity and gas.

Mobile Phone Blackspots

Surprisingly for an area that is quite close to Melbourne, many residents report a number of mobile phone black spots. Residents report that Telstra is aware of the black spots, but as yet there is no action to “fill in” the black spots. Such places include parts of South Morang, Mernda / Doreen, Arthur’s Creek, and Kinglake. 
For example, on the Whittlesea-Yea Road, from Whittlesea through Kinglake West to Flowerdale, much of the road (some 20 kms – which runs from the City of Whittlesea into Murrindindi Shire) has no digital mobile phone coverage. This road has a high level of motor vehicle / motor bike accidents and residents have stated that, following accidents, it has sometimes been impossible for people involved to ring emergency services. Witnesses to accidents tell of having to drive to the nearest landline phone (often the local store) which has meant longer delays in getting the Metropolitan Ambulance Service / CFA / SES to the scene. Currently there appears to be no commitment from Telstra to “fill in” these spots.

Whilst the major towns of Mitchell Shire have access to broadband  ADSL services, complaints from residents of other parts of the Shire tell of very slow internet dial up speeds, constant dropping out of internet services, and exceptionally poor mobile phone coverage particularly in the eastern part of the Shire around Flowerdale.

Again, similar issues and concerns about Telstra’s services have been raised from residents of Murrindindi Shire to those from Mitchell – slow internet dial up speeds, dropping out of internet services and mobile phone blackspots. 
In Macedon Ranges Shire there are similar problems. For example, mobile phone coverage in the town of Gisborne and Gisborne, two of the larger towns of the Shire, is very patchy. One Gisborne South resident spoke of having to go out into the paddock and climb into her child’s cubby house as this was the only spot to get mobile phone coverage! Internet dial up speeds are very slow in large towns like Gisborne South which is only some 48km from Melbourne – let alone smaller communities further out.

The taskforce would like to take the opportunity to detail some of the concerns over services, blackspots and the need for higher speed and better quality services when there is a public hearing held by the committee.

Views of the Region
Due to the very short time frame that the taskforce has been forced to work, it is nonetheless clear that the vast majority of residents of the Central Highlands / Yarra Valley / Macedon Ranges region do not want the sale of Telstra.

They believe, as the taskforce believes, that the full sale of Telstra will only lead to even fewer services for our region, less jobs, and higher prices.

It is the view of the taskforce, and we believe the view of the vast majority of our constituents, that Telstra should be retained in majority public ownership to ensure that all Australians are given equal access to the best available telecommunications services. 

The full sale of Telstra would mean, that like any company, Telstra would concentrate on particular areas and products. It is our concern that the considerable effort that local Councils, businesses and residents have put in to continue to grow our region in a sustainable manner will be undermined completely by the full sale of Telstra.

Currently the Taskforce is seeking to undertake a wider consultation with the local community to further ascertain their views. When that is available we will be pleased to provide their views to your inquiry and /or to individual Senators.

Future telecommunications needs of the region
It is clear from the overview of the region given above that there is a growing need for the further development of high quality telecommunication services throughout the Central Highlands / Yarra Valley / Macedon Ranges area.

With the economic strategy of the area to further develop its tourism and agribusiness potential in a sustainable way and develop new markets for these industries locally, interstate and globally, combined with the huge future growth of the northern part of the City of Whittlesea and its objective of attracting IT and related industries, it is clear that a high speed quality telecommunications system is needed to underpin this future.
Currently it is less than clear that the region will actually obtain these services under a fully privatised Telstra.

Conclusion
In conclusion the taskforce makes the following points:

· The Central Highlands / Yarra Valley / Macedon Ranges region needs a quality high speed telecommunications system to underpin its economic development into the future.

· Currently Telstra does not provide such a service except to certain urban areas of the region.

· The views expressed to the Taskforce by residents of the region, views expressed over many months, are that they do not want Telstra privatised.

· It is the view of the Taskforce that all Australians should have equal access to quality Telecommunication services, and that accordingly, Telstra needs to reverse its current slide in capital spending and put more money into developing regional telecommunications services.

· Telstra should not proceed with the further reduction in workforce in the region, as we believe that this will only lead to further reduction in services.
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