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Background

Council has been advised of the Senate Inquiry into Broadband Competition.  The Inquiry will look at current and prospective levels of competition, any impediments to competition, implications of technological convergence on competition and lastly the opportunities to maximise take-up and use.  The bolded terms of reference above are of potential interest to Council in terms of opportunities to improve Western Sydney regional entertainment and news broadcast through broadband.  This submission examines  some of the issues and uses of broadband with comment on the suggested regional strategic position for Western Sydney. 
Convergent technology 

Technological convergence means the way different technologies that previously performed specialised unique tasks have come together with technological enhancements to perform common, multi-functional tasks. Examples:

· Power lines in Germany that deliver telecommunications and broadband Internet services. 

· 3G mobile phones and wireless broadband that deliver Internet services.

· Telephone lines that deliver low band Internet Services.

· Fibre optical cable that delivers broadband Internet Services and subscription television.

· Satellites that now deliver broadband Internet Services and

· Digital television is likely to link up with Internet Services.

The Problem

OECD figures show that Australia has slipped in global broadband rankings from 13th to 19th in the OECD since the year 2000. Industry experts are critical of the lower take-up rate of broadband in Australia and the possible adverse long-term business ramifications. Geoff Johnson, a research director at industry analyst Gartner stated in IT News that ‘Australia is now so far behind its trading partners that even with the most aggressive deployment we could not now catch up.’ Concern has been expressed about Telstra’s market dominance. Some issues have been the subject of separate ACC Inquiries.

The Federal Government’s position is that the Senate Inquiry is unnecessary since it duplicates the work of other inquiries some of which have already made recommendations about bandwidth pricing and regional delivery. Independent Telecommunications Analyst Paul Budde said in IT news that ‘we need to grab every opportunity to address the issue. The (Senate) inquiry makes a possible venue to highlight the fact we do have limited competition and lots of problems.’

Opportunities to Maximise the Take-up and Use of Broadband

Broadband is gradually emerging as an alternative broadcast medium to traditional free to air television broadcasting. Most television stations now offer broadband programs on demand at their web sites. In time, broadband may become the pre-eminent communications media due to its wide functionality. 

The University of Western Sydney identified the unmet public broadcast needs of communities in Western Sydney in a submission to the Australian Broadcast Authority. This matter was considered by Blacktown City Council in a report examining the needs of Community Television in Western Sydney.  If the Community Television (CTV) licence applicants from Western Sydney are unsuccessful in gaining the Sydney CTV Licence, then there is an opportunity for broadband to be more fully utilised to try and meet the needs of community groups and local government in Western Sydney. 

The Federal Government’s regulatory regime should be supportive of convergent technology for broadband usage to be boosted to its potential in order to realise productivity improvements. 

Access to broadband
Apart from entertainment and news, the business community in the City of Blacktown and prospective investors have concerns about access to broadband (BB) as a vital infrastructure for e-business. E-business relates to the marketing and procurement of goods and services through the Internet. 

Broadband Technologies 

Presently, broadband technology is primarily delivered in Australia by optical fibre. Other technologies include delivery by wireless and satellite transmission.  Blacktown City has a local company; Link Innovations, that employs 14 staff and delivers new wireless broadband technology.  Wireless broadband is now provided in Arndell Park, Blacktown, Huntingwood, Kellyville, Kings Park, Marayong, Quakers Hill and other locations outside Blacktown City.  A consortium of electricity utilities is also looking at the potential of using their combined existing infrastructure as a platform for a residential and business broadband network based on the experiences of other utility-based telecommunications carriers. 

Recommendations for Consideration by the Inquiry 

· In the interests of promoting greater competition, Council supports equitable regulatory and licensing treatment of existing, new and emerging technologies to rapidly deliver broadband services.

· In the interests of urban design, Council supports the undergrounding of all electricity and communications cables.

Current Residential Optical Fibre Use of Broadband

People who go to broadband generally cite two reasons for doing so: higher speed and the desire to avoid a second phone line. In recent years, broadband has made swift gains with its always-on connection. And at 1.5 megabits per second, high-speed connections can be up to 50 times as fast as dial-up, making it easier to download information.  However, broadband from phone and cable companies can cost over $60 a month. Many Web users will remain with dial-up due to cost. In Blacktown, most households earn less than $50,000 a year, so many consumers simply can't afford broadband. The high cost of broadband may be a product of limited market competition and poor strategic planning. Council trusts that the Senate Inquiry will expose the problems and propose solutions to this high cost issue. 

The number one activity on the Internet is still e-mail, most of which is text-based and not media-rich. People also like to read news and stories that are text-based. Accordingly dial-up for a lot of people is satisfactory. However, the new users who are now starting to come online are very value-conscious consumers. A faster rate of broadband take-up by residential customers reflects advertising campaigns focusing on new uses for the Internet. Far more innovative and powerful uses for residential broadband are being implemented in Japan, South Korea, the US and Europe. The longer-term outlook is that the dial-up market will only shrink as the decade goes on. 

Recommendations for Consideration by the 

Inquiry 
· In the interests of promoting greater up-take of broadband amongst residential consumers, Council supports federal government action that helps to make broadband services more affordable and provides incentives to deliver high quality video and audio to broadband customers.

· Relevant regulatory authorities be directed to facilitate the entry of community groups promoting regional news, sports, events and community programming on broadband to fill the void by commercial television. 

Business Optical Fibre Use of Broadband (BB)

Many businesses regard broadband as an essential service. Without it, many firms lack a cost effective way to transact electronic commerce (e-business) and are not prepared to locate their business activity in an area with no broadband. In Blacktown, Optus and Telstra are broadband providers. Council has received complaints about poor broadband coverage, particularly in some areas of the City. Council’s Economic Development and Tourism Officer (EDTO) has been liaising with Optus to lay broadband cable in a number of locations within Blacktown City where the service is currently not provided. Optus have indicated they have $400m of capital expenditure to spend this year and require the EDTO to aggregate the potential spend of businesses in currently un-serviced locations. 

The EDTO states: ‘the 'market failure' is that there needs to be a business with the capacity to purchase the new infrastructure, BEFORE Telcos will provide BB services. It would be an excellent thing to attract business if we could say that the infrastructure is in place before they come, this would attract high tech firms, not just old economy firms. For example if the BB technology was in place at Eastern Creek before the businesses establish, it would be a good carrot to attract smart business.’

Recommendations for Consideration by the Inquiry 
In the interests of economic development in general and promoting high technology business development in particular, a method be found to put broadband infrastructure in place before investors buy and build.

About Optus and their Satellite Broadband Service Delivery

Optus is an Australian leader in integrated communications, serving more than five million customers each day.  The company provides a broad range of communications services including mobile, national and long distance services, local telephony, international telephony, business network services, Internet and satellite services and subscription television.  In 2001, SingTel became the parent company of Optus, paving the way for Optus to become a strong and strategic telecommunications player within the Asia-Pacific region.  Optus will soon provide a Broadband Satellite Communications Network for Interactive Distance Learning Applications in New South Wales and the Northern Territory. Australia's famous School of the Air is among the beneficiaries of program. The Gilat's Skystar satellite has been selected by Optus to provide a 310-site, two-way satellite communications network to deliver broadband Internet services to rural communities and 540 School of The Air (SOTA) sites. The satellite-based infrastructure will deliver education services to distance education students, isolated indigenous communities and adults seeking vocational education.  Services will be delivered to approximately 3,700 users, including 239 small, isolated schools.  An IDL satellite hub is being installed in Sydney with backbone links to teaching studios in several other locations, in addition to the rollout of the VSAT network. The network will provide real-time streaming video, high-resolution graphics, full duplex audio, two-way data interaction and application sharing capabilities.  The courses offered via the network will cover primary, secondary and vocational material, including courses that are difficult or impossible to offer currently in remote and rural settings.  The success of this technology should be monitored.  Ambitious targets need to be set to ensure that within five years all students have broadband access.

Recommendations for Consideration by the Inquiry 
In the interests of promoting greater computer skills amongst all students, Council supports a two-way broadband satellite communications network service to all schools that do not have cable or wireless broadband access.

Community Computing Centres 

Council has sought to improve the skills base of the local population in Mount Druitt through a plan that will establish a Mount Druitt Computer Centre with re-birthed obsolete computers. The centres will provide quality long-term work experience for disadvantaged local job seekers and set up a computer club to teach residents computer literacy skills. Important life skills include how to use the Internet to perform banking, pay bills and obtain discounts through e-purchasing. These services require access of the centre to broadband. 

Recommendations for Consideration by the Inquiry 
In the interests of promoting greater computer skills amongst all disadvantaged job seekers, the Federal Government should provide taxation and/or other incentives that will encourage service providers to give free broadband access to all community computing centres and public libraries.

Community Broadband Broadcasters

Council supports regional, commercial and community television and radio. An economic development initiative of Council is to facilitate film industry production in Sydney’s West and Blacktown. Regrettably, the Australian Broadcasting Authority is considered to have neglected the major concerns of Blacktown City Council and other Western Sydney Councils, the University of Western Sydney, performing artists and aspiring community and commercial television broadcasters. There is a lack of regional news and coverage of events in the west. Despite Council’s best endeavours, no commercial or community television is located in Western Sydney. The issue of a Community Television Licence for Sydney is under consideration by the ABA. 

Community Broadband Broadcasting offers the potential for regional community groups to utilise leading edge technology mentioned below to provide online broadband broadcasts on demand with the same video and audio quality as broadcast television.  Unsuccessful free to air broadcast applicants should be encouraged to broadcast on broadband. 

Recommendations for Consideration by the Inquiry 

In the interests of promoting greater opportunities for the expression of community performing arts and the coverage of regional news and events, the regulatory environment should seek to encourage and support on line broadband broadcasting on demand.

Conclusion 

Blacktown City Council staff are in negotiations with broadband carriers to explore ways of providing access to quality broadband services to all residents and businesses in the area.  Customers seek a quality broadband service at low cost.  Greater market competition is the best strategy to achieve these outcomes.

Broadband is moving the public into a qualitatively different world.  Unfortunately Australia is falling further behind other OECD countries in the take up and use of broadband services. Broadband plays an ever-more important role in the efficient delivery of the nation’s e-mail, e-business, e-government services, e-education and news, entertainment games, music and movies. Broadband provides rapid access to worldwide information and networks and the search engines available are immensely powerful research tools.  A concerted effort is required by all Australian stakeholders to catch up to OECD trading partners. Council considers that the Senate Inquiry will provide a vehicle to identify where government policy needs to improve.  Working collaboratively with local government is recommended.  There are many issues that will be raised and barriers to competition need to be identified and resolved in the public interest.  In green field developments, the land needs to be serviced with broadband to attract high technology businesses. On equity and educational grounds, all schools in Australia should have broadband access from cable, wireless or satellite. 

There should be inexpensive, simple procedures for community groups to utilise broadband as a means of broadcasting news and entertainment to their communities and broader (worldwide) audiences. Community computing centres and public libraries should all be provided with free broadband access through taxation or other incentives to providers.

The communications regulatory environment needs to facilitate the adoption of rich multi-media broadband content from the full range of broadband technologies available.  Government policy needs to focus on serving the current and future communications needs of our communities.

Summary of Submission from Blacktown City Council

1. In the interests of promoting greater competition, Council supports equitable regulatory and licensing treatment of existing, new and emerging technologies to rapidly deliver broadband services.

2. In the interests of urban design, Council supports the undergrounding of all electricity and communications cables.

3. In the interests of promoting greater up-take of broadband amongst residential consumers, Council supports federal government action that helps to make broadband services more affordable and provides incentives to deliver high quality video and audio to broadband customers.

4. Relevant regulatory authorities be directed to facilitate the entry of community groups promoting regional news, sports, events and community programming on broadband to fill the void by commercial television. 

5. In the interests of economic development in general and promoting high technology business development in particular, a method be found to put broadband infrastructure in place before investors buy and build.

6. In the interests of promoting greater computer skills amongst all students, Council supports a two-way broadband satellite communications network service to all schools that do not have cable or wireless broadband access.

7. In the interests of promoting greater computer skills amongst all disadvantaged job seekers, the Federal Government should provide taxation and/or other incentives that will encourage service providers to give free broadband access to all community computing centres and public libraries.

8. In the interests of promoting greater opportunities for the expression of community performing arts and the coverage of regional news and events, the regulatory environment should seek to encourage and support on line broadband broadcasting on demand.
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