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The Western Australian Farmers Federation (Inc)

The Western Australian Farmers Federation (Inc) (WAFarmers) is WA’s largest and most influential rural lobby and service organisation.

WAFarmers represents West Australian farmers from a range of primary industries including grain growers, meat and wool producers, horticulturalists, pastoralists, dairy farmers and beekeepers. WAFarmers has recently expanded its membership base to incorporate rural small business owners. 

It is estimated that collectively our members are major contributors to the $5 billion gross value of production that agriculture in its various forms contributes to Western Australia’s economy.

Additionally, through differing forms of land tenure, our members own, control and capably manage many millions of hectares of the State’s land mass and as such are responsible for maintaining the productive capacity and environmental well being of that land.

Telstra (Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill 2003 Provisions
The Telstra (Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill 2003 Provisions
 Inquiry was established to assess the provisions of the bill to amend the Telstra Corporation Act 1991 in providing a framework for the sale of the Government’s 50.1 per cent equity in Telstra Corporation Limited. 
In essence, the bill details scant provisions relating to the adequacy of telecommunications in regional, rural and remote areas of Australia and no provision of arrangements to ensure all Australians continue to share in the benefits of further service improvements and developments in technology.

Namely:
· the timely installation, repair and reliability of basic telephone services;

· adequate mobile phone coverage at affordable prices; 

· reliable access to the Internet; and

· equitable funded access to new technology, and
whether ongoing delivery of services are within a reasonable timeframe. 
WAFarmers Policy Position

“That WAFarmers opposes the sale of Telstra until such time as we have satisfactory service in the following:

· Adequate mobile cover

· Data transmission

· Extended zones

· Improvement of service and repairs

· Provision of local outlets (Merchandising and hardware)

· Equitable pricing.”

(General Section Executive 19 Dec 01)

WAFarmers policy position has been reinforced by the survey where the members who responded have indicated by a 57% NO response that they are not in favour of the full privatisation of Telstra.

WAFarmers Survey of Members

WAFarmers has conducted a specific survey of regional, rural and remote customers of telecommunications on the issues relating to the privatisation of Telstra. 

Outcomes from the Survey

Point 1

That the timely installation, repair and reliability of basic telephone services in regional, rural and remote Australia is still perceived to be below an acceptable standard by the people in these areas.

That adequate mobile phone coverage at affordable prices is very far from acceptable, particularly as far as coverage goes, with affordable prices not being the major issue.

That reliable access to the Internet is just not happening.

The strong negative response to the same three issues clearly indicates that the ongoing delivery of the Government’s response, while improving, still has a long way to go to meet expectations within a reasonable timeframe.

Point 2

That the performance of Telstra is not adequate, in meeting Customer Service Guarantee (CSG) standards on the timely installation, repair and reliability of basic telephone services in regional, rural and remote Australia. The delivery and management of these services are extremely poor to say the least, and are not very well understood by the people of regional, rural and remote Australia.

Point 3 

The current provision of legislated consumer safeguards including the Universal Service Obligation, the Customer Service Guarantee, untimed local calls and the Telecommunications Ombudsman are essential requirements of the future telecommunications area of Australia. Ensuring that future Government’s and commercial operators do not diminish, change or remove these safeguards, other than keep them current with technology, is a conditional requirement of WAFarmers for full privatisation of Telstra.  

This stance was strongly supported by comments in the returned survey forms.

Point 4
The ongoing commitment of Telstra to a local presence (such as Telstra Country Wide) in regional, rural and remote Australia is a must, particularly, the presence of repair and service staff and equipment.

A commitment by Telstra to rural and regional telecentres for communication and training so that Telstra’s call centre network can be utilised more effectively by regional, rural and remote Australia customers is necessary.

Point 5
WAFarmers has resolved that:

“That we request as part of the agreement to the full privatisation of Telstra that 25% of the net sale price be hypothecated or placed in a Trust and the income used to ensure technological advances in telecommunications are advanced to rural and remote Australia in perpetuity and at an affordable cost.”

WAFarmers and the survey responses see this as being the most effective means by which Government can ensure that people in regional, rural and remote Australia can share reasonably equitably – in terms of availability and cost – with residents in metropolitan Australia in the benefits of future advances in telecommunications services resulting from competition and new technologies.

Conclusion

The survey results give an accurate reflection of the views of WAFarmers members on regional telecommunications and an indicator that services to the regional, rural and remote communities require substantial improvement before the full privatisation of Telstra can occur.
Coupled with the technical service delivery is adequate economic ‘future proofing’ for the delivery of new telecommunications services to regional, rural and remote communities by way of hypothecating 25% of the sale proceeds into a specific fund for this purpose.
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