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Question: 140

Topic: Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme (HiBIS)

Hansard Page: ECITA 49

Senator Lundy asked:

How many providers are registered with HiBIS?
Can you provide the committee with a full list and the amount of money allocated against each provider to date?

Answer: 

As at 7 March 2005 there were 27 retail internet service providers (ISPs) registered under the Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme (HiBIS) (three of which also supply wholesale services) and three providers who supply wholesale services only.

The HiBIS program does not allocate a specific amount of money to each registered provider. Each provider makes a claim for every eligible customer they provide with a HiBIS service. 

To date, not all providers have submitted claims for payment. The current number of customers and claims made by each registered provider as at 7 March 2005 is as follows:

	Provider
	Registration Date
	Customers
	Claims to Date

	Clear Networks (RBBS)
	16/07/2004
	401
	$1,312,740

	BES (e-wire)
	26/07/2004
	302
	$465,080

	DCS Internet
	26/07/2004
	147
	$280,499.86

	Wideband Networks
	29/07/2004
	200
	$381,920

	Telstra 1
	13/07/2004
	4862
	$11,817,615.38

	Westvic Broadband
	17/08/2004
	139
	$291,500

	Easy Internet
	16/08/2004
	19
	$29,260

	Nelson Bay Online
	17/08/2004
	56
	$135,520

	Optus 1
	27/08/2004
	33
	$108,900

	Neighborhood Cable
	3/09/2004
	50
	$91,080

	HaleNET
	14/09/2004
	13
	$37,620

	Comdek (eSat)
	17/09/2004
	221
	$729,300

	Shoalhaven Internet
	17/09/2004
	16
	$52,800

	NewSat 
	10/09/2004
	52
	$171,811.20

	BorderNET
	17/09/2004
	474
	$1,150,600

	Alphalink
	13/10/2004
	0
	-

	Australian Private Networks
	27/10/2004
	20
	$55,440

	Nextgen Networks 2
	19/11/2004
	N/A
	-

	YLESS4U 2
	19/11/2004
	N/A
	-

	BeCom
	25/11/2004
	43
	$112,860

	Megalink 1
	26/11/2004
	5
	$16,500

	IQ Connect 
	13/12/2004
	135
	$102,660.26

	IQ Networks 2 
	13/12/2004
	N/A
	$251,340.64

	Bushcom
	20/12/2004
	397
	$1,076,020

	WireFree Networks
	21/12/2004
	42
	$92,840

	Broadband2u
	13/01/2005
	14
	$21,560

	My WiSP
	17/01/2005
	0
	-

	LISP
	25/01/2005
	0
	-

	WestNet
	25/01/2005
	0
	-

	Dragnet
	2/02/2005
	5
	$14,278

	 
	 
	7,646
	$18,799,745.34

	
	
	 
	

	
	
	
	


1. Also registered as a HIBIS wholesaler

2. Only registered as a HIBIS wholesaler
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Question: 141

Topic: HiBIS

Hansard Page: ECITA 50
Senator Lundy asked:

Last week the Minister said there were 5,700 HiBIS customers.
What proportion of those numbers are ADSL, satellite or cable?
Answer: 

There are four service delivery platforms being used by the HIBIS providers: ADSL; cable; wireless; and satellite. As at 7 March 2005 HiBIS providers had connected services to 7,646 customers. The proportion per technology platform is:

	
	Satellite
	ADSL 
	Wireless
	Cable

	Proportion %
	57%
	22%


	17%
	4%
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Question: 142

Topic: HiBIS
Hansard Page: ECITA 50
Senator Lundy asked:

How many people have Telstra connected out of the 5,700 figure?
(Ms McNally – About 3,700)

I am looking for a breakdown of those numbers between cable and satellite but also across all of the providers as well.

Answer: 

See answer to Question 140.
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Question: 143

Topic: Broadband prices in regional Australia

Hansard Page: ECITA 50-51

Senator Lundy asked:

Is the Department monitoring broadband prices in regional Australia?

Can you provide that information to the Committee?

Answer: 

Yes.

Publicly available pricing information used by the Department is readily available from the internet at sites such as the Australian ISP List (http://www.cynosure.com.au/isp/) and Whirlpool (http://whirlpool.net.au/). In addition, publications such as Australian Personal Computer publish regular comparative service and pricing matrices.
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Question: 144

Topic: HiBIS
Hansard Page: ECITA 51

Senator Lundy asked:

How much money has been spent on advertising the HiBIS scheme?

Answer: 

Information on HiBIS has been circulated through a brochure ($7,648). In addition, HiBIS was included in a broader information campaign relating to broadband awareness and consumer rights, and in a series of regional broadband briefings.
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Question: 145

Topic: HiBIS
Hansard Page: ECITA 55
Senator Lundy asked:

Could I also place on notice a breakdown of HiBIS money spent by federal electorate boundaries?

Answer: 

The HiBIS program pays a subsidy to registered HiBIS providers for each broadband service connected to customers in HiBIS eligible areas. The payment system is not designed to generate data on a payment by electorate basis. 
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Question: 147

Topic: Telecommunications Competition Policy
Written Question on Notice

Senator Allison asked:

The Government’s Telecommunications policy is based on two major platforms:

· Increase competition of services utilising Telstra’s network

· Increase independent infrastructure competition

According to most official reports (ACCC, Productivity Commission, Competition Council, Senate Inquiries) there are major problems in both areas, which are well documented. What has gone wrong and what is the Department doing to rectify this situation? Does the Department believe that the current Telecommunications Act provides sufficient powers to ensure competition occurs? If the Department believes that the current powers of regulators are adequate, can the Department state what it believes the reasons are for the deplorable state of Telecommunications competition in Australia as outlined by the ACCC, Productivity Commission and senate Inquiries?

Answer: 

The Government’s principal strategy to improve communications services in Australia has been to encourage competition between as many service providers and carriers as possible. The Government considers, and thinks the evidence to date bears it out, that this is the best way to improve telecommunications services over time. 

The Government has underpinned this strategy by implementing industry-specific anti-competitive conduct and access regulation in Parts XIB and XIC of the Trade Practices Act 1974, to address any misuse of market power by Telstra or any other player, and to provide access to essential infrastructure. In addition, the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) has considerable regulatory power in the telecommunications industry, going beyond what it can do in other industries. This includes provisions that enable the ACCC to mandate access to ‘bottleneck’ services and also provides the Commission with strong powers to prevent dominant carriers from behaving anti-competitively. 
In regard to current levels of competition, there are now more than 100 licensed telecommunications carriers, 13 fixed telephone service providers, 24 mobile service providers and more than 600 Internet service providers operating in Australia. The ACCC has reported significant increases in competition in both the mobile and business telephony sectors and in the provision of international long distance calls. A number of companies, including iiNET and Primus, have announced large scale DSLAM
 rollouts, which will allow them to install their own ADSL equipment in Telstra’s exchanges and offer a full suite of services to customers. There are also an increasing number of wireless service providers operating in the market. 

Emerging technological and market developments inevitably put pressure on the regulatory framework. In these circumstances it is appropriate for the Government to examine regularly whether the regulatory regime may need to be adjusted. 

The Government has announced that it is undertaking a review to consider whether the competition regulatory arrangements that currently apply to telecommunications are appropriate in the changing industry environment. 
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Question: 148

Topic: Broadband
Written Question on Notice 

Senator Allison asked:

Around the world broadband telecommunications is seen as a key economic and social driver, why is Australia continuously lagging behind its trading partners (as stated in many of reports on broadband)? Is the Department working on policies to improve the situation? Can you outline what the policies are?

Answer: 

Australian broadband technology uptake has been particularly strong over 2004. Recent figures from the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission’s (ACCC) Snapshot of Broadband Deployment show there were 1.548 million broadband connections at 31 December 2004, an increase of 849,600 or 121.6 percent since 31 December 2003.

Strong broadband uptake and consumer demand has been driven among other things by increased ADSL and wireless broadband availability, and lower market prices for broadband services. As a result of strong demand, Australia has been moving up the global rankings for broadband take-up, and according to the reputable Nielsen//NetRatings survey has overtaken Sweden and now has the sixth highest take-up of the countries they survey. Australia has also maintained the fifth fastest broadband take-up growth rate out of 31 OECD economies over the December 2002 to June 2004 period, according to the  Network Economics Consulting Group (NECG), indicating that national broadband performance is progressing strongly.

The Australian Government plays an ongoing, active and leading role in improving Internet and broadband access, take-up and usage through the National Broadband Strategy (NBS) Action Plan. It also maintains a responsive regulatory regime to support effective competition in telecommunications markets, generating a positive incentive for providers to deliver lower priced and innovative service offerings.

The National Broadband Strategy Action Plan recognises the potential of broadband technology to improve economic and social welfare, and includes funding for the:

· National Broadband Strategy Implementation Group (NBSIG) - $2.9 million to ensure leadership and a co-ordinated approach to broadband issues across all tiers of government in Australia;

· Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme (HiBIS) - $107.8 million to deliver broadband services to regional Australia at prices comparable to those in metropolitan areas;

· Coordinated Communications Infrastructure Fund (CCIF) -$23.7 million for broadband infrastructure projects that improve the delivery of health, education and government services in regional communities;

· Demand Aggregation Broker Program – $8.4 million to coordinate demand at a regional level so there is a viable business case for rolling out infrastructure to rural and remote areas that would not otherwise receive broadband services;

· Metropolitan Broadband Blackspots Program – $50 million for targeting metropolitan areas where broadband access is not available due to lack of suitable network infrastructure and where commercial activity is not likely to result in improved access to services in the near future;

· Telecommunications Action Plan for Remote Indigenous Communities (TAPRIC) – $8.3 million including subsidisation of the costs of public Internet access centre equipment for remote Indigenous communities.

The NBS concentrates on the effective use of broadband services in key sectors, including small and medium enterprises, communities, health, education and research in regional, rural and remote Australia.

The National Broadband Strategy Implementation Group (NBSIG), supported by the Department, monitors and evaluates the progress of the NBS. Further information on the progress of the NBS against key performance indicators is available on the NBSIG website at http://www.dcita.gov.au/ie/broadband/NBSIG.
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Question: 149

Topic: Regional Broadband

Written Question on Notice 

Senator Allison asked:

Increasingly regional broadband is seen as a national infrastructure issue and not as a Telecommunications issue. As a result of this most governments are taking a leadership role in the development of regional broadband infrastructure. For example both the US and UK have recently committed billions of dollars in broadband rollout. Does the Department see it needs to play more of a leading role here? Projects such as HiBIS, while successful, are only addressing a fraction of the $5 billion shortfall that is needed over the next 10-15 years to bring regional telecommunications infrastructure up to scratch. What is the government’s long term commitment to regional telecoms infrastructure after the inevitable full sale of Telstra, when Telstra has less public interest obligations on it? What tangible guarantees are in place to see this $5 billion investment eventuated over that period? 

Answer: 

The Government’s commitment to improving access to regional broadband services is evidenced through its response to the Regional Telecommunications (‘Estens’) Inquiry. This includes funding the following initiatives.
· The $23.7 million Coordinated Communications Infrastructure Fund (CCIF) encourages further investment in broadband infrastructure in regional areas, which improves the delivery of government services that lead to significant economic and social outcomes.

· The $8.4 million Demand Aggregation Broker Program is stimulating collaborative broadband development at the national, state and community level.
· The $107.8 million Higher Bandwidth Incentive Scheme (HiBIS) is encouraging the provision of higher bandwidth broadband services to residential, small business and not-for-profit customers in regional Australia at prices comparable to metropolitan prices. It also aims to encourage competition in service provision and to effectively target funding. 
The Government works cooperatively with all levels of government through the National Broadband Strategy to coordinate activities that address the need for broadband services.
Australia’s open telecommunications market and responsive regulatory regime provide the foundation for telecommunications providers to deliver efficiently priced and innovative services, and to invest in new infrastructure.

The Government’s policy framework for broadband communications involves:

· the development of an open competitive market as the principal strategy for delivering improved services and lower prices;

· $300 million in targeted funding to support the National Broadband Strategy Action Plan and service improvements, including the regional programs mentioned above for areas where the market is unlikely to provide services at prices equivalent in metropolitan areas within a reasonable timeframe; and

· support for consumers and communities through providing leadership, information and advice and coordination with state, territory and local governments.

Over the last year market competition has delivered significant price falls for broadband services with introductory broadband packages now available for less that $30 per month, and also strong infrastructure investment. In terms of Digital Subscriber Line technologies, Telstra has significantly expanded the coverage of its Asymmetric Digital Subscriber Line (ADSL) network, and other providers such as Primus, iiNet, OnTheNet, Agile Communications and Amcom have invested in their own on co-located infrastructure, resulting in a significant increase in broadband capacity and service innovation. 

376 communities in regional Australia have had their exchanges ADSL-enabled as a direct result of HiBIS funding. To date, 28 retail providers of broadband services have registered to provide HiBIS services: this represents a combination of wireless and cable technologies servicing discrete local communities, ADSL services, and satellite services available on a national basis. 

Newer wireless broadband and fast Internet technologies are also being deployed. Telstra has significantly expanded its CDMA networks to deliver 1XRTT internet access. Optus and Vodafone have a $700m commitment to build a 3G network and there has been a continued expansion of wireless wide area networks by companies such as Personal Broadband Australia, Unwired Australia, Access Providers and Big Air. There have also been trials of fibre-to-the-home (FTTH) networks, which have the capacity to deliver the next generation of broadband services. Examples of FTTH developments in Australia include Telstra pilots in Brookwater Estate and Emerald Lakes estate in Queensland.
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Question: 150

Topic: Adequacy of Regional Services 
Written Question on Notice

Senator Allison asked:

The government says it is committed to bring Australia ‘up to scratch’. Does the Department have a definition for ‘up to scratch’? If not is it working on quantifiable measures for these policies and could it indicate along what lines they will be?

Answer: 

The independent Regional Telecommunications Inquiry conducted the most recent review of the adequacy of telecommunications services to regional Australia. The Inquiry made an overall assessment of service adequacy, and made 39 recommendations aimed at consolidating improvements achieved to date and providing a greater level of certainty of future ongoing benefits to regional, rural and remote communities. The Government has accepted all these recommendations and the Department is working to fully implement them.
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Question: 151

Topic: Universal Service Obligation 
Written Question on Notice 

Senator Allison asked:

Is the Department reviewing the Universal Services Obligation (USO) and is it considering introducing a new regime that will allow for a more innovative approach towards new technologies and new players? Will HiBIS be extended and become an integral part of the USO?
Answer: 

The Department undertook a statutory review of the operation of the USO and the Customer Service Guarantee (CSG) as required, in April 2004. In June 2004, the Government announced that it did not intend to change the broad legislative framework governing the USO.

The Regional Telecommunications Inquiry (RTI) found (Finding 7.3) that the USO is not an effective mechanism for providing broad consumer access to an increased range of services in the future, including broadband. The Government agreed with this finding. HiBIS complements the USO in providing an innovative approach to support the delivery of new services in regional, rural and remote areas of Australia. 
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Question: 152

Topic: Accounting Separation

Written Question on Notice 

Senator Allison asked:

The ACCC has several times indicated that the current Accounting Separation Rules are not working. Is the Department working on a new policy here, aimed to make these rules providing better outcomes regarding a more transparent separation system between Telstra’s wholesale and retail businesses?

Telstra has indicated it will internally provide more separation between these two organisations. Is the ACCC involved in this project if not could the Department suggest to Telstra to work closely together with the ACCC on this issue.

Answer: 

Accounting Separation requires Telstra to prepare regulatory accounts, and the ACCC to publish them. These accounts form the basis of the accounting separation regime. They provide transparency to the regulator and to the market, and assist in determining whether Telstra is unfairly discriminating between the prices that it charges competitors for wholesale services and the price that it charges itself. 
The regulatory accounts are still in the process of being fully implemented by Telstra. The ACCC has set 31 December 2005 as the date for Telstra to fully implement the regulatory accounts. 
The Department is aware that Telstra has announced its decision to make changes to create a clearer split between its wholesale and retail businesses. We understand that this is an internal organisational change. 

The Government has announced that it will examine the adequacy of the current competition and consumer regulatory framework. 
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Question: 153

Topic: Telstra Future Regulatory Regime
Written Question on Notice

Senator Conroy asked:

1. The Minister has stated that she has asked the ACCC and DCITA for advice on the regulatory regime and the adequacy of the Consumer Service Guarantee before Telstra privatisation proceeds. When is the work expected to be completed?

2. Will these reports be made public?

3. In recent times we have had the ACCC, Productivity Commission and the OECD all making the point that the existing regulatory arrangements are not adequate to deal with a privatised Telstra.

· Does the Government accept this proposition?

4. The ACCC has recently expressed its disappointment with the accounting separation reforms that were introduced in 2002. The ACCC recently stated that:

“ the highly aggregated nature of the reports provided by Telstra under the regime may serve to mask specific instances of anti-competitive conduct.”
The Commission went on to comment that it had “relied on the existing accounting separation arrangement only to a very limited extent”.

· Does the Government share the Commission’s disappointment with the accounting separation regime?

Answer: 

1, 2 & 3

In response to questions 1, 2 and 3, the Government has announced that it will examine the adequacy of the current competition and consumer regulatory framework and aims to have any changes implemented by the end of 2005. 

4. Accounting separation is still in the process of being fully implemented. The ACCC has set 31 December 2005 as the date for full implementation. 
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Question: 154

Topic: OECD Report
Written Question on Notice

Senator Conroy asked:

1. Did DCITA see the recent telecommunications OECD report before it was released?

2. If so did the Department suggest any changes?

3. Were these taken up? What were they?

Answer: 

1. It is assumed that the OECD report referred to is the OECD’s Economic and Development Review Committee’s 2004 Economic Survey of Australia. The Department was provided with an extract of a draft in relation to telecommunications issues. 

2. The Department provided some comments to the Department of Treasury, including some suggested amendments to the draft report. The Department of Treasury represents Australia’s interests to this committee and prepared Australia’s response to the draft review. 

3. The description of the broadcasting industry and references to structural separation were clarified in response to the Department’s comments. Some corrections to factual inaccuracies and information on the reviews of the digital television regulatory framework were included. 
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Question: 155

Topic: Local Presence Plan
Written Question on Notice

Senator Conroy asked:

1. There has recently been talk about a local presence plan being ‘negotiated’ between Telstra and the DCITA. Can the Department confirm this?

2. Has the Government engaged in any community consultation on the features of the plan?

3. When is this local presence plan expected to be released? 

4. Is any legislative change required to give it effect to the plan or is it simply a licence condition on Telstra?

Answer: 

1. The Government has been discussing with Telstra and other stakeholders the development of a local presence licence condition. The local presence plan will be developed by Telstra in accordance with the licence condition once it is in place. 

2. Community consultation will occur during the development of the local presence plan.

3. The plan will be finalised following development, consultation and then approval by the Minister.

4. A licence condition will be the basis upon which Telstra is required to develop a local presence plan. 
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Question: 156

Topic: Telstra Price Control Arrangements

Written Question on Notice

Senator Conroy asked:

1. Can the Minister confirm that she has received the ACCC’s final report on a new price control regime for Telstra?

2. Has the Government consulted with Telstra about its response to the report?
3. Will the Government be assessing the effect of the ACCC’s proposed regime on Telstra’s revenue and share price?
Answer: 

1. The Australian Competition and Consumer Commission has provided the Government with the final report of its review of Telstra’s price control arrangements. The Government publicly released the report on 30 March 2005. The Government is considering the report carefully before any final decisions are made.

2. The Government is consulting Telstra on its response to the final report.

3. The Government will consider the implications of price controls on the telecommunications industry, including Telstra.
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Question: 157

Topic: Estens Inquiry
Written Question on Notice 

Senator Conroy asked: 
1. The Government received the report of the Estens inquiry [Regional Telecommunications Inquiry (RTI)] in 2002. Has the Government fully implemented all the recommendations yet?

2. What matters remain outstanding? When are they expected to be implemented?

3. Does the Government intend to audit the implementation of the Estens inquiry?

4. Who will conduct the audit?

Answer: 

1 & 2.
Implementation of the RTI recommendations is ongoing with consultation processes currently underway, resolution of issues arising from the review of the Universal Service Obligation, completion of a licence condition on Telstra requiring it to maintain a local presence and passage of legislation to support regular reviews of regional telecommunications. 
3. 
The Department has maintained ongoing dialogue with major stakeholders on implementation progress. This dialogue has involved regular analysis of where implementation of each recommendation is up to, and at what point the recommendation can be considered to be fully implemented.
4.
No decision has been made to undertake an audit.
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Question: 158

Topic: Ministerial Rural Tour
Written Question on Notice
Senator Conroy asked:

I understand that the Minister has a program of visits planned to rural and regional Australia to listen to what people are saying about telecommunication services. How many towns does the Minister plan to visit? Which ones? Can the Department make a copy of the itinerary available to the Committee?

Answer: 

The Minister’s domestic travel is managed by her Office. The Department does not prepare her itineraries. 
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Question: 159

Topic: Page Research Centre

Written Question on Notice 

Senator Conroy asked:

Has the Department examined any proposals relating to telecommunications developed by the Page Research Centre? 

Answer: 

The Department is continually examining proposals from a number of sources on possible changes to telecommunications regulatory and policy settings.
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Question: 160

Topic:  Postal Deregulation
Written Question on Notice 

Senator Conroy asked:

1 The OECD recently called on the Government to look at increasing competition in postal services. Is the Government currently considering any legislative change in this area?
2 In 2000 the Government introduced legislation [Postal Services Legislation Amendment Bill 2000] aimed at reducing the scope of Australia Post’s reserved services. The Bill was later withdrawn. Does the government plan to make any changes to Australia Post’s reserved services during this Parliament?
3 Will the Government be making any offers in relation to postal services in the current DOHA round of the WTO?

Answer: 

1 to 3

The OECD Economic Survey of Australia 2004 states that “Another effort should be undertaken to open the postal services market to competition.”  All services provided by Australia Post with the exception of the reserved service are exposed to competition.

The Government is committed to maintaining Australia Post in full public ownership and ensuring that it meets its legislated community service obligation to provide all Australians with a letter service at a fixed rate.

The postal and courier service sub-sectors are included in the current round of negotiations under the World Trade Organisation (WTO) General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS). Negotiations are ongoing. At this stage, the Government has not yet made any decision in relation to a postal sector offer.

� Digital Subscriber Line Access Multiplexer, pronounced “D-SLAM”
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