AUSTRALIAN COUNCIL FOR EDUCATIONAL LEADERS (SA)
The Secretary

Senate Environment, Communications, Information Technology and the Arts Legislation Committee

Parliament House

CANBERRA  ACT  2600

Email: ecita.sen@aph.gov.au
RE:  Telstra (Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill 2003

This organisation is the South Australian affiliate of the Australian Council for Educational Leaders (ACEL).  It consists mainly of educational leaders in schools, from Government, Catholic and Independent sectors.  Its membership has been about 200 for the last 20 years or so, with over 4000 members nationally.
This organisation has been concerned about the use of Information and Communications Technology (ICT) in schools, preschools, etc for many years.  In 2002 it conducted a national conference jointly for ACEL and “Learning Environment Technology – Australia”, which explored how ICT could be used to help learning and the implications for school facilities and operations.  Recently it was involved in the Adelaide consultation conducted by Geoff Spring as part of the “Australia’s Future Using Education Technology” project.

Our principal concern in relation to this Bill is that educational institutions – especially schools and preschools – have adequate access to ICT.
This requires that non-metropolitan schools and preschools have access which is comparable with that available in metropolitan areas.  This issue has been given careful consideration in the preparation of the Bill.  The Explanatory Memorandum for this Bill states:  “The Bill responds to recommendations of the Regional Telecommunications Inquiry Report of 2002 (the Estens Report) relating to:

· the need for Telstra to maintain a local presence in regional, rural and remote parts of Australia; and

· regular independent reviews into the adequacy of telecommunications in regional, rural and remote parts of Australia.”

We would question the efficacy of the procedures subsequently included in the Bill to achieve the necessary outcomes.

Our members are involved in contracting out processes by the State Government and its agencies.  In their experience, such agencies do not provide sufficient funds for this process to be carried out  effectively.  Agency employees need adequate time and expertise – or access to expertise - to draw up such contracts so they are sufficiently ‘tight’.  They also need adequate time to supervise the execution of such contracts to ensure that goods and services of proper standard are supplied in an appropriate way.  Similar problems will arise when trying to enforce Community Standards Obligations (CSOs) by means of licence conditions as proposed in the Bill.
Distance education is an important matter for rural and remote schools, preschools and individual students.  For high quality learning, students from several schools learning as a group need to be able to communicate with each other.  Such communication requires adequate bandwidth in both directions, a factor which may not have been considered.

In the case of ICT, which changes rapidly, the system of licence conditions seems to be too inflexible to be an effective means of ensuring regional, rural and remote schools have proper access.

Adequate access to ICT also includes such quality of access that large numbers of students in a given school are able to access relevant websites simultaneously.  It is not uncommon for metropolitan high schools to have in excess of 100 computers, and for the learning process to be reasonably efficient, students cannot be kept waiting for long periods while material is downloaded.  Currently the bandwidth generally available to schools is inadequate and Telstra does not seem to be making good this deficiency.  Schools would not be able to pay large amounts for such access.  The mechanism proposed in the Bill for the Minister or ACA to make licence conditions relating to regional, rural and remote parts of Australia will not provide any head of power which enables this matter to be addressed.

Access to ICT is not at an acceptable standard now.  This seems to be an accepted fact.  The mechanism provided in the Bill is more cumbersome and less flexible than the current system.  Also, it doesn’t deal with the whole issue.  Hence we would recommend that the Bill be deferred until the quality of access is satisfactory.  As a fallback position, we recommend that it be amended to take account of the matters raised.
_______________________________________________________________________
This submission is made on behalf of The Australian Council for Educational Leaders (SA).  It has been prepared by:
Keith Maynard

20 Osborn Ave

BEULAH PARK  SA  5067

Phone: 08 8331 9379
Email: maynardk@bigpond.net.au 
The submission is made with the authority of the Board of ACEL (SA), following consideration of the issue at its meeting on Thursday 18 September 2003.
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