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Telstra (Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill 2003.

The Federal Council of the Isolated Children’s Parents’ Association of Australia, [ICPA (Aust)], welcomes the opportunity to respond to the inquiry into the provision of the Telstra (Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill 2003.

ICPA (Aust) is a voluntary parent body dedicated to ensuring all geographically isolated students have equality of access to a continuing and appropriate education. It encompasses the education of children from early childhood through to tertiary. The member families of the Association reside in rural and remote Australia and all share a common goal of access to education for their children and the provision of services required to achieve this. The children are educated in small rural schools, at boarding schools and by distance education.

The comments in this response reflect the concerns of families in rural and remote Australian communities. Whilst the Bill aims to give the Commonwealth flexibility to use a wide range of approaches to conduct the sell down of Telstra, we are keen for the Commonwealth to be mindful of the need to maintain a reliable and affordable communication system throughout rural and remote Australia. 

We acknowledge that the Bill responds to a number of the recommendations from the Regional Telecommunications Inquiry Report of 2002, many of which are in line with the recommendations that our organisation included in the submission made to that inquiry. 

We request the ECITA Legislation Committee consider the following concerns.

· Schedule 1-Ammendments, new insertion Section 66 - Local Presence

ICPA (Aust) urge that this section of the Bill does ensure that Telstra maintain a local presence in rural and remote parts of Australia and that the Minister responsible for the licence conditions ensures that Telstra does maintain a suitable presence, drafting if necessary a local presence plan setting out how Telstra will fulfill its obligation. It is necessary for the licence condition itself to provide certainty for consumers and not be left entirely to the discretion of the Minister.

Any local presence plan should aim at building onto the initiatives that Telstra has already placed in rural and remote Australia, such as Telstra Country Wide.

· Item 32 of Schedule 1, new Part 10-Independent Reviews

ICPA (Aust) is pleased to see that a review of regional telecommunications will be conducted by the independent body, ‘Regional Telecommunications Independent Review Committee’ (RTIRC), however we are concerned that the time frame set down for the reviews is too long  ‘…at least every five years after the completion of the report of the review has been handed to the Minister.’ 
This could in fact pan out to much more than five years between reviews by which time the services to rural and remote areas of Australia could have considerably lagged behind those of their urban counterparts. As a minimum ICPA (Aust) would demand that a 5 year cycle for commencement of the review process be stipulated and strongly encourage the establishment of a process where consumers could trigger a review should a major advancement of services in urban areas or lessening of existing services in rural and remote areas happen within a shorter timeframe. 

· Proposed subsection 72(2)-Adequacy of Services

In determining the adequacy of the services for rural and remote consumers it is reasonable and necessary to consider whether these areas have equitable access to telecommunications services that are significant to people in these parts of Australia given that their needs may vary from their urban counterparts. The proviso however that the services have to be currently available in one or more urban parts of Australia, should not suggest that any technological advances in telecommunications cannot be initially operational in areas other than urban. The assumption should only be that once a service is available in at least one urban area, rural and remote areas should have the right to access it and that the technology needed to deliver such services might differ (as it does now) to that in urban areas.

In determining the adequacy of the services to rural and remote people, not only equitable access to the service needs to be considered but also the cost and consistency of the service as well as the reliability of access to the service. 

ICPA (Aust) have a concern that this Bill only refers to a carrier by the name of ‘Telstra’. With the fluctuation in ownership of major companies in recent times we believe it to be possible that the ‘Telstra’ as we know it could be broken up to a point where the USO provider was no longer ‘Telstra’. This Bill should refer to Telstra as being the present USO provider for all of Australia and there should be a requirement for Australia to have a nominated USO provider.

ICPA (Aust) stresses that in a fully privatised telecommunication environment, rural and remote customers need the protection of strong licensing documentation if they are to be assured of having comparable access to telecommunication services as provided to their urban counterparts.

ICPA (Aust) would still question the wisdom of a fully privatised telecommunication environment for regional, rural and remote Australia. 

ICPA (Aust) would suggest that an inquiry into the feasibility of telecommunication infrastructure in regional, rural and remote Australia remaining Government owned should be conducted before any further sale of Telstra. For the purpose of this inquiry regional, rural and remote would be defined as the area presently serviced by Telstra Country Wide. This is the area of Australia that will not fully benefit from the forces of competition in the foreseeable future as demonstrated by the total failure of the Governments’ recent competitive USO tender trial areas where, to our knowledge, not one tender was received.

ICPA (Aust) would welcome the opportunity to extend on our comments and concerns face to face with the Committee. 

Yours sincerely,
Carina Kopke
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