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Question: 140

Topic:  TAPRIC Expenditure
Hansard Page: ECITA 124/125

Senator Lundy asked:

Mr Bryant – In relation to TAPRIC I guess it would be between $1 million and $1.5 million to this point in time. I cannot be exact because there are a number of programs being rolled out as we speak and I have authorised payment recently of a number of milestones. I am happy to take that on notice and give you an exact amount. That might be the best way. But it is of that order, I would suggest.

Answer: 

In May 2002, the Government announced the Telecommunications Action Plan for Remote Indigenous Communities (TAPRIC). TAPRIC has been funded with $8.3 million, inclusive of program and administration expenses, over three years to implement a range of communications related programs and strategies in remote Indigenous communities.

Total expenditure of TAPRIC Program funds to March 2004 is $2,170,810.12 (GST exclusive).
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Question: 143

Topic: Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme (HiBIS)

Hansard Page: ECITA 129

Senator Lundy asked:

Do you think it is appropriate, given that we have just heard that Telstra is eligible to access HiBIS funding, taxpayers funding, to upgrade exchanges to ADSL, to provide ADSL services:  Do you think that is an appropriate spend of taxpayers’ money, given that Telstra have recently ceased their ongoing rollout of upgrading ADSL exchanges and have set their bar very high in establishing a commercial argument for installing those exchanges?

Answer: 

The Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme (HiBIS) program is part of the Government’s response to the finding of the Regional Telecommunications Inquiry (RTI) that broadband services are available everywhere in Australia over at least one technology platform, but regional users often faced a price disadvantage compared with metropolitan users. 

HiBIS will pay a per-service incentive to registered service providers, including Telstra, to reduce their retail prices (for expensive services such as satellite) or to roll out other delivery platforms, including ADSL and wireless in regional areas. The scheme will operate in regional, rural and remote areas where broadband is unlikely to be provided commercially in the immediate future and will target residential users, small business and not-for-profit organisations.

The principal objective of the HiBIS program is to achieve prices for higher bandwidth services in regional Australia that are comparable to metropolitan services. HiBIS also has two supporting objectives, that of promoting competition among higher bandwidth service providers; and of ensuring efficient use of public funds by effectively targeting support to areas of need in regional Australia. The technological neutrality of the program assists in the objective of promoting competition among higher bandwidth service providers.
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Question: 164

Topic: Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme (HiBIS)
Written Question on Notice

Senator Lundy asked:

Please provide a breakdown of exactly how the Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme funding is planned to be expended, in which financial year, and including a full breakdown of projected administrative expenses.

What is involved in the administration of the Scheme?

Answer: 

Projected funding of the Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme, both program and running costs is as follows. It may be subject to change depending upon the commencement date of the program.

	
	2003-04

$m
	2004-05

$m
	2005-06

$m
	2006-07

$m
	Total

$m

	Program Funds
	17.447
	34.894
	34.894
	17.447
	104.682

	Running costs
	1.004
	0.808
	0.781
	0.498
	3.091


The administration of HiBIS involves the design and development of the scheme, including program guidelines; and the development and implementation of supporting systems, including registration processes, monitoring of service quality, and processing and auditing of payments. A mid term review of the program guidelines and processes, commencing in July 2005, will also be a major administrative task.
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Question: 165

Topic:  Election Promises
Written Question on Notice

Senator Mackay asked:

How is the Government progressing with its 2001 election policy to provide fast and reliable Internet services? Has that policy been implemented yes or no? Please provide evidence and measurement of actual outcomes.
Answer: 

The Government has implemented a number of policies and regulatory enhancements to improve the provision of fast and reliable Internet services. That said, the Government’s view is that its role is to promote access to these services. Take-up is primarily an issue for the market. The evidence on take-up is encouraging with the ABS reporting over 5.2 million Internet subscribers as at September 2003.

The Government has continued the Internet Assistance Program (IAP), which it established in July 2001 in association with Telstra. From the commencement of the IAP in 2001 to 31 December 2003 the total demand volume for customers seeking assistance was 153,654.

In response to the Regional Telecommunications Inquiry (RTI), on 8 October 2003, the Government placed a carrier licence condition on Telstra, guaranteeing into the future that all Australians can have access, on request, to a dial-up Internet throughput, of at least 19.2kbps, as provided under the IAP.
While faster dial-up speeds are generally available, this licence condition provides a regulatory minimum. Telstra is required to provide this minimum for all dial-up services provided over its network (including those in the Outer Extended Zones that were not covered under the IAP). Telstra must provide an Online Help Service and, if required, a Technical Support Service to users who need it to achieve a dial-up Internet throughput of at least 19.2kbps.

The RTI also recommended that Telstra address the issue of poorly performing pair gain systems that inhibit throughput by signing an undertaking with the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts. The undertaking requires Telstra to upgrade or replace such systems. The Deed of Undertaking is being finalised.

Under the Network Reliability Framework (NRF), Telstra is legally required to report regularly to the industry regulator, the Australian Communications Authority (ACA), on faults in its network at a number of levels. The NRF encourages Telstra to take preventative action to ensure that faults do not exceed specified levels. Where levels are exceeded, investigation will be carried out and where appropriate Telstra must fix the underlying cause of the fault (known as service remediation).

In addition to this work required under the NRF, Telstra has formally undertaken to perform remediations on the worst performing exchange services areas (ESAs) in accordance with Recommendation 2.9 of the RTI.

These initiatives to improve the reliability of telephone services generally will also help improve the reliability of dial-up Internet access provided over those services.

The Digital Data Service Obligation (DDSO) is a legislative obligation established by the Government in 1999 to ensure all Australians can access a data service, on request, at speeds of at least 64kbps via ISDN or one-way satellite. Since 1999 there have been 1417 applications for one-way satellite services under the Special DDSO. Telstra has reviewed its timeframes for the connection and repair of ISDN and satellite services (as required under DDSO) to more closely align them with the timeframes for standard telephone services (STS). This was done in response to Recommendation 6.1 of the RTI.

The Government has also implemented a number of other significant policies (including the new Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme) that help to provide fast and reliable Internet services using broadband. These are addressed in the answer to Senate Estimates Question on Notice 166.
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Question: 166

Topic:  Election Promises
Written Question on Notice

Senator Mackay asked:

How is the Government progressing with its 2001 election policy to support the greater availability of broadband services? Has that policy been implemented, yes or no, and if yes, please provide actual details?

Answer: 

The Government has implemented a number of policies and regulatory enhancements to support the greater availability of broadband services.

The Government recognises the importance of broadband connectivity to the development of the Australian economy and is committed to responsibly facilitating the development of a commercially sustainable market.

This commitment is in the form of: 1) maintaining a competitive market;
2) providing national leadership and coordination through the development and implementation of the National Broadband Strategy; and 3) through targeted funding to achieve positive outcomes especially for regional, rural and remote users.

Competitive market

The open competitive telecommunications market established by the Australian Government has given rise to a range of broadband providers and platforms. As a result, the majority of Australians can now access broadband services through more than one technology.
There are around 200 retail providers of ADSL services. Also, Telstra, Optus, Nextep, AAPT and RequestDSL provide wholesale xDSL services in the major business precincts. TransAct provides VDSL services to most premises in Canberra. Services over cable are provided by Optus, Telstra, iiNet, Broadcast Engineering and Neighbourhood Cable. Wireless broadband providers include Personal Broadband Australia, Unwired, Airnet, Broadband Wireless IDL Internet, LinkNet, Megalink, Norlink, Optus, Telstra, Veridas and WestNet Wireless. Broadband satellite providers include Optus, Hotkey Internet, iHug, Telstra and BorderNet. Services from the IpStar satellite are expected to be available in the Australian market in the near future.

Most premises are able to access ADSL. Of Telstra’s ten million services in operation (SIOs), around 75% can deliver ADSL. Further, Telstra has indicated that its ADSL coverage is planned to increase to 79% of SIOs by the end of March 2004 when Telstra extends the range of its ADSL signal transmission. Telstra has indicated that further infrastructure improvements will extend Telstra ADSL coverage to 90% of all SIOs by the beginning of 2007. Cable broadband passes approximately 2.5 million premises in Australia’s major capital cities, the Gold Coast and a small number of regional cities. Also, wireless services are becoming increasingly available. All Australians have access to broadband via satellite.

Telstra and other providers have established demand registers to enable customers to express their interest in receiving ADSL or other broadband solutions with the result influencing their deployment plans.

The commercial and competitive supply of broadband services is underpinned by Australia’s telecommunications specific competition regime. Amendments in December 2002 to improve the operation of the access regime and anti-competitive conduct rules are of benefit to the broadband sector as they are to other sectors of the telecommunications market.

Broadband take-up figures for the period September 2002 to September 2003 demonstrate a significant increase in broadband services. In September 2003, the ACCC reported there were over 610 800 broadband services in Australia compared with 312 200 in September 2002. This represents an increase of 95.6% over this 12-month period.

National Broadband Strategy

The National Broadband Strategy (NBS) was released on 3 March 2004 and was developed in close collaboration with all state and territory governments through the National Broadband Strategy Implementation Group (NBSIG). All State and Territory Ministers, with the exception of the Victorian Minister, endorsed the Strategy without reservation at the Online Council meeting in September 2003.

A rolling Action Plan for the Strategy is being prepared which will outline broadband activities and initiatives being undertaken by all governments in Australia. 

Targeted Funding

The Australian Government is supporting the NBS by implementing a number of targeted funding initiatives to promote the availability of broadband. The Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme (HiBIS), the Demand Aggregation Broker Program and the Coordinated Communications Infrastructure Fund (CCIF) form the Australian Government's contribution to the Action Plan for the National Broadband Strategy.

The Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme (HiBIS), a $107.8m element of the National Broadband Strategy, will improve access to higher bandwidth services for regional, rural and remote Australia by providing financial incentives for service providers to offer such services. HiBIS is due to commence in March 2004.

There are three elements to the $8.4 million Demand Aggregation Broker program. Applications for grants of between $50 000 and $300 000 under the Community Based Demand Aggregation Broker program are currently being assessed and the successful applicants are expected to be announced in May 2004. Mr Peter Nissen has been appointed as the National Broadband Adviser, and the Education and the National Health Adviser is expected to be announced shortly. Negotiations are progressing with States and Territories regarding State based demand aggregation brokers. 

Applications for grants of between $500 000 and $2 million (under the $23.7 million CCIF) for broadband infrastructure development outside capital cities are currently being assessed. An announcement of successful applicants is expected to be made in April 2004.

These programs complement those broadband projects under both Networking the Nation and the National Communications Fund (NCF). The Broadband for Rural Tasmania project, for example, is improving broadband access for schools, hospitals and educational facilities in 46 towns across Tasmania.
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Question: 167

Topic: Election promises
Written Question on Notice 

Senator Mackay asked:

How is the Government progressing with its 2001 election policy to refrain from selling Telstra until arrangements are in place to deliver adequate services to all Australians? What are these new arrangements given the Government has already unsuccessfully introduced legislation to sell Telstra?

Answer: 

The independent Regional Telecommunications Inquiry (RTI) was commissioned to report on whether telecommunications services in regional, rural and remote 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.

The RTI report found that the Government has responded positively and comprehensively to the findings of the 2000 Telecommunications Service Inquiry and that the arrangements that have been put in place, including the extension of mobile services, are addressing community concerns. 

The RTI reported that two particular issues need to be resolved to deliver adequate services to regional Australia. These are specifically reflected in recommendations 2.9 and 4.1, and the Government’s response to these key recommendations is described below.

Recommendation 2.9: Identification and raising the performance of worst performing ESAs.

The RTI report recommended that to immediately target the worst performing Exchange Service Areas (ESAs) in regional, rural and remote Australia, the Government should require the Australian Communications Authority (ACA) to identify these ESAs and Telstra should then be required to provide a formal undertaking to the Government on its strategy for raising the performance of these ESAs.

The ACA identified 54 ESAs for remediation under this initiative. Telstra has provided the Government with a formal public undertaking on its strategy to improve the performance of these ESAs. To date Telstra has remediated 53 of the 54 identified ESAs. 

Recommendation 4.1: Ensuring dial-up Internet speeds of at least 19.2kbps or equivalent throughput. The RTI noted that the Internet Assistance Program is achieving its objectives of helping users achieve faster and better Internet browsing and email services over the Telstra fixed line network, but recommended that a licence condition be imposed on Telstra to ensure the benefits provided under the program will be guaranteed into the future. 

A licence condition was imposed on Telstra on 29 September 2003 requiring it to guarantee the benefits of the Internet Assistance Program into the future by providing a minimum dial-up speed for all Australians of 19.2 kbps or equivalent throughput over its fixed line network.

The Government is committed to ensuring that the benefits and improvements in regional telecommunications achieved in recent years continue to be available to regional Australia into the future. As part of this commitment, the Government is seeking to guarantee in legislation that regular reviews of the adequacy of services in regional, rural and remote Australia are undertaken by the current and future governments. In particular, the reviews will consider whether important new services are being delivered equitably in those areas (RTI recommendations 9.1, 9.2, and 9.3). 

The reviews will be undertaken by an independent expert panel, appointed by the Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts. Review reports will be tabled in Parliament, and the Government will be required to respond publicly to the findings and recommendations in the report (RTI recommendation 9.4). 
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Question: 168

Topic: Election Promises
Written Question on Notice

Senator Mackay asked:
How is the Government progressing with its 2001 election policy to address concerns about Internet dumping and premium rate services? Please provide full details on what has actually occurred.

Answer: 

In November 2002, the Government acted to fulfil its election promise by providing the Australian Communications Authority (ACA) with broad new powers under the Telecommunications Amendment Regulations 2002 (No. 3) to address consumer concerns about unexpected high bills from premium rate services. In March 2003, the previous Minister directed the ACA to require the telecommunications industry to bar calls to premium rate services once a preset monthly limit had been reached and to provide consumers with information about the risks of unexpected high bills from premium rate services. The previous Minister also directed the ACA to report to him on whether it would be practicable or appropriate to impose additional regulatory measures.

The Government has considered the report provided by the ACA and will shortly be announcing its response.
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Question: 169

Topic: Election Promises
Written Question on Notice 

Senator Mackay asked:

1. How is the Government progressing with its 2001election policy to extend electronic and banking services through Australia Post’s retail network? Has that policy been implemented yes or no? If so, please provide full details.

2. How is the Government progressing with its 2001 election policy to extend the Australia Post community service obligation to provide concessional fixed rate delivery for health and educational material to and from remote Australia? Has that policy been implemented, yes or no? If so, please provide full details.

3. How is the Government progressing with its 2001 election policy to introduce a Postal Services Industry Ombudsman? Has that policy been implemented yes or no?

Answer: 

1. The extension of electronic banking services through Australia Post’s retail network is being carried out under the Rural Transaction Centre Scheme, administered by Transport and Regional Services portfolio. The Department of Transport and Regional Services has advised that 57 additional postal outlets have been equipped, or approved to be equipped, with electronic banking services since the last election. Details are attached.

2. Details of the new postal special arrangements for the delivery of health and educational material to and from people living in remote areas of Australia were announced by the Government on 23 May 2003 and became effective from 1 July 2003. 

The arrangements are based on a three-tier system: 

· Non-standard articles up to 250 grams will be charged at $2.10 (a discount of 30 per cent on the normal rate); 

· Articles over 250 and up to 500 grams will be charged at $2.80 (a discount of 30 per cent on the normal rate); and 

· Articles over 500 grams and up to five kilograms will be charged at a rate of $5 (a discount of 14% up to 75% on the normal rate). 

To be eligible for the special rate, parcels can only contain medical prescription items, non-prescription pharmacy medicines or other medicines specified by a registered medical practitioner. Alternatively, parcels may contain printed, written or electronic media specifically related to a recognised course of study organised by an educational institution. 

The special rates do not apply to parcels containing such things as dietary supplements or herbal remedies, veterinary supplies, non-prescription optical or dental products, nappies, books or stationery supplies. 

People eligible to access the new rates include registered medical practitioners, practising ophthalmologists, optometrists, opticians, dentists, retailers and wholesalers of medicines and medical supplies and recognised educational institutions, sending material to people living in remote areas of Australia. The special rates also apply to people in remote areas sending eligible educational and medical materials. Existing terms and conditions governing the quantities, packaging and permissible senders of medicinal products remain unchanged. 

To be eligible for this service, parcels must be posted from or to one of the following postcodes:

	· 0822, 0837, 0845-852, 0854-0899 

	· 2361, 2386-2388, 2396, 2400, 2405-2407, 2410, 2551, 2672, 2675, 2711, 2715, 2824-2825, 2828-2829, 2831-2840, 2873, 2877-2880, 2898-2899 

	· 3396, 3419, 3424, 3485, 3500, 3506, 3509, 3512, 3889-3892 

	· 4025, 4183, 4385, 4406, 4416-4420, 4422-4423, 4425-4428, 4454-4498, 4627, 4702, 4705, 4707, 4709, 4718-4736, 4739, 4741-4746, 4756-4800, 4802-4805, 4807, 4816, 4820-4830, 4854, 4871, 4890-4891 

	· 5220-5223, 5267-5268, 5275, 5302, 5304, 5341, 5432, 5434, 5440, 5575-5577, 5582-5583, 5602-5607, 5630-5690, 5710-5734 

	· 6161, 6262, 6328, 6335-6348, 6353-6367, 6369, 6372-6375, 6386, 6398, 6415, 6418, 6420-6427, 6429-6430, 6434-6441, 6443, 6445-6450, 6468, 6472-6479, 6484-6485, 6488, 6490, 6514-6519, 6522, 6532-6537, 6603-6799

	· 7109, 7140, 7186, 7190, 7215, 7255-7257, 7264, 7330, 7467-7470 


3. The Government announced the establishment of a Postal Industry Ombudsman (PIO) within the Office of the Commonwealth Ombudsman on 1 October 2003. Legislation is currently being drafted.

The announcement of the PIO scheme followed an extensive consultation process. Based on that consultation and research into alternative methods of establishing a PIO, the Government decided that the PIO should be established within the respected and independent Office of the Commonwealth Ombudsman. Establishing a dedicated office within the Office of the Commonwealth Ombudsman offers the same benefits as a separate body, but with lower cost and the advantage of existing expertise in the area.

Due to the low level of complaints against postal service providers other than Australia Post, the scheme will only cover Australia Post and any private postal operators who choose to “opt in” through a voluntary registration scheme. All industry participants, irrespective of whether they “opt in” or not, will remain subject to relevant State and Territory consumer protection laws, and complaints about these operators can continue to be referred to State and Territory Offices of Fair Trading. 
The additional costs of administering the PIO scheme will be recovered from Australia Post and other industry participants who have chosen to opt-in to the scheme.
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