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MEDIA RELEASE

Internet Assistance Program Advisory Panel
The Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, Senator Richard Alston, today announced the membership of the independent Advisory Panel for the Internet Assistance Program (IAP). 

This is one of the key elements of the Government's $163 million response to recommendations made in the Telecommunications Service Inquiry Report into rural and regional telecommunication services. 

The IAP is a $50 million joint initiative with Telstra to improve Internet data speeds. It will provide residential and small business users with access to a range of help services to solve Internet problems and achieve service speed equivalent to at least 19.2 kilobits per second across Australia. 

The program is open to customers of all Internet and telephone companies using the Telstra network. Special arrangements may apply through the Federal Government's tender for untimed local calls in the outer extended zones of remote Australia. 

Establishing an independent Advisory Panel for the program will ensure the IAP is delivered expeditiously and in a manner that provides maximum benefit to residential and small business Internet users across Australia. 

The Panel will also make certain solutions are delivered to Internet users in a competitively neutral fashion. The members of the Panel are: 


· Ms Fay Holthuyzen (Chair)
Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts;

· Ms Anna Cronin
National Farmers Federation;

· Ms Jennifer Hawkins
Regional Women's Advisory Council (NSW);

· Mr Tony Hill
Internet Society of Australia;

· Ms Jane Mouritz
Community Teleservices Assoc of Australia (WA);

· John Neil
Australian Communications Authority; and

· Mr Lawrence Paratz
Telstra.

The Panel will report to the Government on program effectiveness; monitor information and program delivery for impartiality; and provide feedback to Telstra on methods for [image: image1.png]improving IAP effectiveness. Further detail is provided in the attached Terms of Reference. 

The Group is expected to hold its first meeting on 20 July 2001. 
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TERMS OF REFERENCE 

Background 

In response to the findings of the Telecommunications Service Inquiry that, 'approximately six per cent of customers& experience data speeds which would appear inadequate for meeting common residential needs&', Telstra and the Commonwealth Government have agreed to establish an Internet Assistance Program (IAP). Under the terms of the IAP, Telstra will supply an Online Help Service and a Technical Support Service, with the support of the Government, to assist Users. 

The Internet Assistance Program Advisory Panel ('panel') is established to independently monitor, report and provide feedback on the IAP. 

Membership 

The panel will be comprised of seven representatives to be appointed by the Minister for Communications, Information Technology and the Arts (the Minister): 

· one from the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts (DOCITA); 

· one from Telstra; 

· one from the Australian Communications Authority; and 

· four from representative industry and consumer bodies. 

The DOCITA representative will chair the Panel for the first 12 months. The Minister will review the position of chair after 12 months. 

Function 

The Panel will: 

1. Monitor, provide feedback and report to the Minister as necessary on the policies and delivery of the Online Help Service and the Technical Support Service. 

This includes monitoring the provision of information on the Online Help Service and delivery of Technical Support Service, such as the: 

(a) publication and provision of the Internet Self-Help Kit; 

(b) provision of the Online Help Service and standard proposals for talking to users of the service; and 

(c) the delivery of the Technical Support Services in an impartial manner. 

The Panel's reports will be made available to interested third parties and will be able to be published. 

2. Develop arrangements to address disputes over the operation of the IAP. The Panel should, to the extent that it considers necessary, develop arrangements to address complaints over the operation of the IAP and act to achieve reasonable resolutions that are not satisfied through Telstra's ordinary complaint handling process. 

The Panel should incorporate any Australian Communications Industry Forum (ACIF) rules, including how Telstra will relate to other service providers (including ISP's) when providing the services of the IAP. 

The Panel may seek ACIF development of any additional guidelines required, but the Panel should not have representation with such organisations or a role in advising on regulatory standards. 

3. Provide ratification of technical assistance. 

The Panel will ratify the forms of testing and assessment of Minimum Equivalent Throughput. 

4. Monitor and report on the success of the IAP. 

The Panel will monitor the performance of the Online Help Service and the Technical Support Service and provide written reports to the Minister . In addition, the Panel will also provide reports as requested by the Minister, or as it considers necessary. 

The reports will provide a detailed assessment of the operation and success of the Online Help Service and Technical Support Service and will include: 

(a) an assessment of the overall impartiality and competitive neutrality of the IAP; 

(b) advice against performance measures (measures to be determined by the Panel or as specified by the Minister such as number of user requests, service response times, and number of satisfied users; 

(c) operation of the dispute resolution process; and 

(d) an assessment of the testing and achievements of Minimum Equivalent Throughput. 

5. Provide Telstra with guidance on methods for improving the effectiveness and usefulness of the IAP, consistent with its goals. However, the Panel will not seek to direct Telstra. 

First Phase Appraisal 

The IAP requires that there be an appraisal of the first six months of the operation of the IAP ('First Phase Appraisal'). 

During the course of the Panel's operations from 1 July 2001 until such time as the First Phase Appraisal under the IAP is concluded (i.e. after first six months), the Panel will have due regard to the potential for the appraisal to redefine the operation of the IAP. 

The Panel may receive further direction from the Minister as to the operation of the IAP as a result of the First Phase Appraisal. 

In carrying out its functions and compiling its reports, the Panel will have due regard and make reference to the results of the First Phase Appraisal, as relevant. 

Term 

From establishment on or around 1 July 2001, the Panel will have a life of up to three years coinciding with the continued operation of the IAP. 

Glossary of terms 

'Online Help Service' means a service which will provide the following: 

i. User self-help solutions and resources, including the publication of an Internet Self-Help Kit ('Kit'), for improving Internet throughput speeds for users. Users will be able to access the self-help solutions and the Kit online, or by a freecall telephone request. The self-help solutions and Kit will be updated to take into account accumulated Minimum Equivalent Throughput Solution experience; 

ii. A first contact point for users (and potential users) seeking advice and support to improve their Internet throughput speeds, including help-desk functionality by which suggested changes to the configuration and environment of the users' computer, modem or other customer premises equipment can be recommended; 

iii. Provision of appropriate information, in a competitively neutral manner. Telstra proposes that this information would promote the use of the Internet by users and the availability of the Program (after completion of the First Phase), advise how to generally achieve optimal Internet performance, and assist users requiring higher bandwidth or alternative Internet access arrangements to identify a range of alternatives-including alternatives to the public switch telephone network (PSTN)-to meet their individual data throughput speed requirements; and 

iv. Referrals to Technical Support Services for more detailed assessment and, if necessary, assistance to improve Internet throughput speed. 

'Minimum Equivalent Throughput' means an Internet throughput speed experienced by the user that is equivalent to that which would be achieved if: 

· the user was transferring data using a PSTN service with a 19.2kbps line speed capability; 

· employing a V90 modem; and 

· operating using protocols and methods current as at the date of this document and without use of compression techniques. 

It is a measure of user experience and is determined by the download time for a set of Internet and email files that would be expected from ordinary Internet usage when transmitted to and from a user under reasonable conditions with user and other service provider cooperation. The Panel will ratify the method of assessment of this measure. It does not refer to the capability of a customer access line (known as the line rate) to transmit data at a particular speed. 

'Technical Support Service' means a service which will provide the following: 

i. An online testing facility that users may utilise to assess Internet data throughput rates and the adequacy of their service and equipment against the Minimum Equivalent Throughput; 

ii. Where appropriate and within Telstra's control, diagnosing through remote line assessment testing or on-site inspections the causes of Internet throughput speeds that do not meet Minimum Equivalent Throughput. These causes may include, for example, external factors such as electric fence interference or problems associated with internal wiring, or difficulties associated with an ISP's network or services; 

iii. Improvement of the performance of Telstra's Customer Access Network (CAN) through line-conditioning or other minor works; 

iv. Making available advanced software solutions (e.g. data compression solutions such as modem accelerator products); and 

v. In a restricted number of cases, as determined by Telstra, the provision of alternative Internet access technology solutions. 

'Users' means Australian household and small business users (with up to two telephone services) of the Internet utilising Telstra's customer access network. However, users does not include such users with intervening systems which might limit Internet throughput speed such as PABXs, nor such users with interim or temporary telephone services or services in the Outer Extended Zones. Services in the Outer Extended Zones are intended to be subject to separate contractual arrangements with the Government under which users receive broadband solutions on subsidised terms. However, certain Minimum Equivalent Throughput Solutions may be offered to such users, determined on a case by case basis. 
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