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The Country Women’s Association of New South Wales has consistently opposed the sale of any part of Telstra.  We remain unconvinced by the arguments and promises of government that the full sale of Telstra is in our best interests.
Our concerns, expressed in previous submissions to enquiries on various aspects of Telstra remain:  
Though Telstra’s Universal Service Obligation and its Customer Service Guarantee are both enshrined in legislation, it is often only following a public outcry with questions about the business raised in Parliament, that advancements in these areas are made.  Telstra has improved its service especially under the Countrywide banner, but not in all places and sometimes only after much local publicity has been given to subscriber concerns. Once the Corporation is fully privatised, there will be no effective parliamentary pressure able to be applied.  Nor will relevant Ministers be willing to apply such pressure, if past history is a benchmark.  “It is a commercial decision” will be repeated by the Treasurer, the leader of the National Party and the Minister of Communications, as it has been repeated in other instances.
 

The argument put forward by the Prime Minister that we would all become shareholders in Telstra once it was privatised totally ignores that, as a government instrumentality, and a very profitable one, every tax payer was a de facto shareholder in the company.  With privatisation, more people will cease to be share holders.
 

The Prime Minister has reiterated during election campaigns of the past ten years that Telstra would not be privatised, that Telstra would be only partially privatised and that Telstra would not be fully privatised until the government was fully satisfied “that arrangements [were] in place to deliver adequate services to all Australians”.  (Second Reading of Bill, June, 2003.)  Suddenly, within two months, Telstra is supposed to have met all challenges and be offering “adequate services to all Australians”.  
 

This time last year, in response to the Estens Inquiry, we asked how many of the 17 Recommendations made by the Besley Inquiry had been met.  We are still asking. Customers still have waits of around a week for line repairs, unless they can prove a dangerous medical condition.  Too often the record of earlier complaints has gone missing.  Three or four calls for service have to be made, often to different call centres, where there is no record of previous calls and where the locality the complainant is calling from may as well be on another planet.  Part of the reason for the delay is of course the loss of staff engendered by Telstra as part of its drive for more “efficiency”.  The impact on the time taken to effect repairs and the efficiency of those repairs have to be seen as a negative outcome of this loss of thousands of workers.
 

Adequate mobile coverage is still a fantasy for many Australians.  The increasingly regular suggestion that satellite coverage may be a better option ignores the USO supposedly locked in by the Federal Government and allows Telstra to opt out of its obligations.  The cost of satellite delivery is often prohibitive too, though this does not seem to be a consideration of either government or corporation spokespersons.  CDMAS has not always proven a reliable substitute for the analogue system, in spite of the assurances it would be so.  Travelling lonely country roads should be safer for the driver who has a mobile phone – it is not when far too many places still lack mobile coverage.
 

Reliable, fast access to the Internet is also only a dream for too many people living in rural, regional or remote parts of Australia.  BigPond has certainly made strides, but still has some way to go for complete reliability.  Broadband is supposedly one of the ways of overcoming difficulties, but is suitable, in terms of installation and operating costs, for businesses and institutions, not for the private subscriber.  Ironically, it is usually the more remote and isolated areas which have the greatest need for internet availability yet have the greatest difficulty in accessing a reliable service.
 

Once it is a fully privatised entity, Telstra will have as its mission the needs of its share holders, not those of the community it was set up to serve.  Cost savings will be increasingly important; already we have seen that to its directors, these are usually made through the divestiture of jobs.  Not only will the average customer be at risk of increased prices And a lowering of service efficiency, but there will be an increased risk of unemployment for its workforce.  Such changes impact especially in the rural parts of this country.
 

The government has been loud in pronouncing that the full sale of Telstra will be accompanied by guarantees, written into legislation, that service thresholds, obligations to customers and so on cannot falter.  Yet on its own admission, it has had to agree that one parliament cannot bind another and that laws of one parliament can always be repealed by another.  What price then these guarantees?
 

The history of the sale of public utilities in Australia is long.  It also provides object lessons in why such sales strike fear into the hearts of those who oppose the similar sale of Telstra.
 

Each time, whether the resource has been the Commonwealth Bank or Qantas or Australia Post, the catch cry has been more benefits to the Australian people through greater competition.  It has not happened.  When there has been loss of jobs, closure of services, or more expensive services, the government has consistently opted out of intervention.  “Commercial decisions”, is the cry while country Australia bleeds.  As in the case of previous sales, the sale of Telstra is for short-term gain with no long-term benefits to the average Australian.  Last year’s reported dollar return to the Australian people of Telstra, even with 49% privatized was $4.6billion.  That income is being forfeited by a short sighted government.  
 

I quote our conclusion to the response we made to the Estens Inquiry, for nothing has really changed:
There is no way a privatised Telstra with its primary obligations to its share holders is going to maintain let alone improve services to regional, rural and country Australia.  The very improvements that have taken pace recently have only done so because of the threat of legal action.  There will be no such threat let alone the reality of such action against the privatized company.  The cost of keeping up with telecommunication improvements and changes will become prohibitive for country Australia.  As the inland dies, successive governments will wring their hands and blame previous parliaments for allowing the situation to develop and do nothing.  Since late in 19th Century, Australia per capita has been the most urbanised country in the world.  This process will be given further impetus if the full sale of Telstra is allowed to go ahead.
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