TELSTRA (TRANSITION TO FULL PRIVATE OWNERSHIP) BILL 2003

ECITA LEGISLATION COMMITTEE INQUIRY

The Tasmanian Communication Branch of CEPU has previously made a submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Australian Telecommunications Network.  (copy attached)

We believe that in that submission we provided a substantial outline of the effects of the constraints in capital expenditure that have placed the Telecommunications Network in considerable jeopardy.

In the event that Telstra is fully privatised, we believe that not only will there be further constraints upon capital expenditure in order to realize dividend outcomes for shareholders, but there will also remain the fundamental question of how there will be funding made available to make good the existing technical shortfalls in the network infrastructure, let alone to provide for future replacement and repair.

We have appended a complete copy of our submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Australian Telecommunications Network. We believe that the content of this submission is relevant to the current Senate Inquiry.

The Tasmanian Communications Branches of CEPU remain totally opposed to any further sell off of the Telstra public assets and we believe that ordinary Australians who are telecommunications users in Rural and Remote Australian regions will be the real losers should the company be further privatised.
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A SUBMISSION TO THE SENATE INQUIRY INTO TELSTRA’S PERFORMANCE

INTRODUCTION

This submission has been prepared by the Tasmanian Communications Branches of the CEPU, the union responsible for coverage of the great majority of Telstra employees.

The submission is limited in its scope and depth principally as a result of what is best termed as a veil of silence imposed by Telstra on its employees in respect to comment on matters arising in or out of their employment with the company.

The union has had a range of experiences in this regard and is well aware that Telstra would use the full extent of its disciplinary powers, including dismissal, should employees adversely comment upon the company’s operations, or should employees provide this union with information at their disposal covering the operation of the company which would not otherwise be in the public domain.

Against that background, it is difficult for the union to provide hard proof on many particular instances. We do believe however, that our experiences and knowledge gained on a day to day basis may form a useful précis of information for the Honourable members of the current inquiry and we put the following comments forward in that vein.

ESSENCE OF REAL DIFFICULTIES

Simply put, one of the very real problems associated with the delivery of Telstra services, in Tasmania at least, is the state of the copper network “in the ground.”

If staff members were permitted to put their views to this inquiry in an open and frank way, free of the threat of retribution from their employer, then the union would assert that the Inquiry would hear a sad tale of a copper network in serious decay.

In such circumstances the inquiry would hear a tale of cables which are known to have many faulty pairs and which are simply major breakdowns waiting to happen. Such cables give rise to noisy circuits and unreliable service and in fact jeopardise the reliability and security of the telephone network.

The inquiry would hear of major cables which are full and for which no spare capacity exist and for which there are no remedial works in place or planned to replace and upgrade the Line plant.

Given the restrictions and wind back on Capital Expenditure over recent years, Telstra seem to be only prepared to deal with the most pressing failures rather than approach the upgrades on a properly balanced and logical engineering basis.

We have no doubt that the Inquiry would hear, as this union regularly hears, of a serious situation of a copper network virtually rotting in the ground and being slowly but surely asphyxiated by CAPEX constraints

We will try and provide some justification for our views as we develop this submission.

CAPEX CONSTRAINTS

The CEPU is not in a position to provide information on the Capital Expenditure forecasts or history which is pertinent to Tasmania, as the company does not confide with us in such matters.

What we are aware of however, is the fact that some two years ago, on a national scale, Telstra’s CAPEX budget was some $5 Billion. In the current 2002/2003 Financial year, the national CAPEX budget is some $3.5 Billion and the CEO is on the public record as suggesting CAPEX in 2003/2004 to fall “below $3 Billion.” (See Attachment 1)
It would have to be presumed that Tasmania’s share of the projected lowered funding allocations from this budget would have to be very much reduced and, accordingly, far from the amounts necessary to correct the serious shortfalls in the network infrastructure in this State.

SYMPTOMS

· DENIAL OF BROADBAND TO TASMANIAN CUSTOMERS

One of the single most prevalent customer complaints which we are aware of, and which our members tell us they have to confront on an almost daily basis is the difficulty experienced in customers seeking to gain access to affordable and reliable broad band technology.

There are many Telephone Exchanges away from the major urban centre in Tasmania where there simply is no technical capacity to provide ADSL facilities.

While there are “fine print” exclusion notices provided in the Telstra advertising material, which serve to indicate that not all areas have ADSL access and connect ability, it is also a fact that visits by the Telstra “Country Wide” machine have in many instances, given communities reason to believe that such access was likely to be available at an early stage.

When the ADSL access has failed to materialise, Telstra Field Staff who visit such communities in the commission of their routine “Fix and Fit” duties for Telstra and it’s customers, become fair game for the community members who have become impatient with the lack of ADSL Broad Band access.

Even in urban areas there are examples of limited if not non existing access to ADSL connections, and, in any event, ADSL remains as a very poor cousin to proper broad band cable connection for the delivery of internet and other broad band services

It must be said that our members seem most uncomfortable in a role they have been forced to adopt in trying to mollify such disgruntled customers, knowing all the while that relief is unlikely due to ongoing and ever tightening CAPEX constraints.

· EXCHANGE CABLE LIMITATIONS

The following list is by no means exhaustive, but simply serves to provide an example of grossly overloaded and outdated plant provision. The details are for cables connecting a telephone exchange to a pillar or similar distribution point feed in the nominated geographical area.

Cables which have no free pairs

New Norfolk to Lawitta

Howrah to Oakdowns

Riverside to Riverside

Gladstone to Ansons Bay

Evandale to Launceston Airport and surrounding area

Forth to Turners Beach

Bathurst Street to Harrington/Brisbane/Melville and Barrack streets

South Launceston to Glen Dhu

Devonport  to Gunn/Madden/William and Parker streets

Marrawah to Montagu/Green Point

Railton to NW part of Town

Mowbray around Brooks School

Ulverstone – Gawler area

St. John Launceston to Elphin and Lyttleton Streets

Winnaleah and Pioneer area

South Launceston to Riseley/Guy street area

Geeveston to Port Huon area

Huonville to Ranelagh area

Middleton to Gordon

South Launceston to Waroona/Florida/Belgrave/ Miami and Delta streets

St John Launceston to Launceston CBD Brisbane/Charles and Patterson streets

Burnie to Uplands/Brickport/Papaka/Kalina/Chanel/McRae/Futuna and Hospital

South Arm to Gellibrand Drive

South Launceston to Normanstone Rd

Kettering to Woodbridge

St John Launceston to Elphin/Olive/Cypress/Landsborough etc. streets

Targa to Pattersonia Road

Devonport to Lovett St/Don Rd

Dodges Ferry to Carlton Beach

South Launceston to Correa Drive/Glenwood and Relbia Roads

South Launceston to Youngtown

Claremont to Old Beach/Baskerville areas

Brighton to township and shops on main road.

The above list by no means comprises an exhaustive or otherwise complete statement of overloaded cables. They are a random selection which may serve to indicate the scale of the problem.

All of these examples represent severe restrictions at the very least on the ability of the company to connect new services or to transpose circuits in the event of faulty cable pairs.

They are a testament to the company’s failure to provide adequate levels of funding to ensure that a reasonable network is available in the ground.

Any demand for new connections on the routes represented by these cables would have to be met by pair gain systems or by other stop gap means unless extra cable capacity is introduced.

 WOODBRIDGE TOURISM DEVELOPMENT

It might be of some interest to note that the significant new Tourism developments planned for the Woodbridge area fall smack in the middle of one of the overloaded cable referred to above.

· WAPPING RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT

Senators may not be universally aware of the development of the “Wapping” precinct near the Hobart waterfront. This is by Tasmanian standards an extensive and prestigious inner city residential development with units starting at somewhere in the vicinity of a $1/4 Million  each. As we are advised, Telstra cables in that vicinity are virtually at capacity and only most basic telephone facilities can be made available to residents by Telstra.

· PROLIFERATION OF CABLE PAIR GAIN SYSTEMS

For some considerable time Telstra has relied upon what was originally meant to be an interim stop gap measure of providing additional telephone services by means of “Pair Gain Systems.” Simply put such systems are a means of providing more than one telephone service over a single, or in some cases several pairs of wires. Services provided by such Pair Gain technology have a range of limitations which may not always be immediately obvious to the customer. 

There are severe limitations on access to the telephone system by individuals unfortunate enough to be allocated such services and congestion and no dial tone problems are prevalent.

These inferior type of services are not in any way discounted by Telstra , so customers pay the same telephone bill for second rate services as those applied to customers with standard telephone line connections.

At very best these Pair Gain systems can be regarded as the application of a band aid to a cancer and deliver inferior services at the same costs to customers as properly provided and universally accessible telephone connections.

Without dealing technically on the matter, it possibly should be explained that a “Pair Gain System” is basically a piece of technical equipment which in its simplest form enables the connection of 2 discreet telephone connections to two separate customers over on pair of wires. Based on such principles, Pair Gain systems are available up to at least device sizes which provide for 96 separate telephone connections over 16 cable pairs.

Their real drawback is that, for example, in the 16/96 configuration just referred to only 16 of the 96 people connected to the device can use their service at any one time and, of course, if eight users within the area covered by the device decide to simultaneously call eight others within the group then there would be 80 customers who would be unable to use their telephones in the period of connection of the eight customers referred to above.

 PAIR GAIN CONGESTION

The following is a random list of some of the areas of Pair Gain Congestion in Tasmania with no known relief in either funding or other action to ameliorate the situation. Again this list in neither exhaustive or detailed due to the difficulties in obtaining absolute data. It should serve to demonstrate though that there  are serious shortcomings in the provision of modern affordable and reliable telephone services which can only be ameliorated by the provision of sufficient funds to upgrade the telecommunications plant.



Ridgely 


(Hampshire) -  Mount Rd/Taluna Rd and Niena Rd.

Devonport


Wrenswood Dve., Quoiba

Exeter



Brady’s lookout Road

Sheffield


Claude Rd/Gowrie Park/Cethana Rd and O’Neills Rd

Riverside


50 to 70 New Ecclestone Rd

Kempton


Dysart Drive, Pritchards Lane

Cygnet



Nicholls Rivulet, Rogers/Bachelors/Sculthorpes Rds

Dover



Narrows Rd, Tylers Rd

Brighton


Glenrose Estate, Back Tea Tree area

Bridgewater


Church St Dromedary

New Norfolk


Lachlan/White Timber Rds and Jeffrey’s Track

Cremorne


Rifle Range Rd

What does occur, of course is that there are frequent congestion complaints in areas with a prevalence of Pair Gain System and the above list details some of the known problem areas where frequent complaints exist.

We might further make the observation that, as part of the current cost cutting initiatives staff who are responsible for the maintenance and connection to these devices have recently been advised that no training will be provided in the latest types of these systems. So not only are customers being relegated to second rate telephone services but the staff who have to provide such services have been abandoned by their employer into a trial and error role.

A NETWORK IN DECAY

A press report in “The Mercury” for Tuesday March 26 2003 is interesting in relation to the conclusions which can be drawn from it. (See Attachment 2)
The article refers to “water damage” over the previous weekend which apparently resulted in several hundred Telstra customers in the Hobart area having telephone service difficulties.

Again resorting to the newspaper we have been able to elucidate that some 3.2 millimetres of rain did in fact fall in Hobart over the weekend in question, yet some 300 to 400 customers lost their telephone services due to “water damage.” (See Attachments 2A and 2B)
One might ponder upon the major disruption which could be anticipated in the event of real downpour of rain if the miniscule amount of rain which did fall managed to create such havoc.

To obtain the real reason behind such catastrophic failures, one needs to understand the real situation the copper network is currently in.

As the union is advised, there are countless instances where “first in” cable repairs have not been followed up by properly engineered permanent remedial action. We are regaled by accounts of cable joints in plastic bags often for months if not years. We are told of temporary cabling, above the ground which has been in place for extended periods of time without any likelihood of replacement or planned upgrade.

We have information which suggests that, at St. Mary’s for example, there is a cable in we think, Old Germantown Road and which has managed to contradict the old adage that “lightning never strikes twice in the same spot.” This particular cable has been the subject of numerous lightning hits over recent years and has received patch after patch repairs without the real problem being tackled. The cable is exposed and “on the ground” for part of its 600 metres or so length and is not fitted with and lightning protection equipment. No funds have been able to be found to replace the cable under properly engineered conditions depite its repweated failures and makeshift fixes. Again we apologise for the lack of definite information on this particular example, but again we have found local staff who would be in full possession of all the facts, unable to make comments to us. We understand that this particular small customer distribution cable carries at least one Pair Gain device and its repeated failure must cause considerable inconvenience to the customers involved.

We also understand that the previously universal practice of “cable protection” using compressed dry “air” or other gas on the cables and fitted with alarms to give early warning of the ingress of water have all but been abandoned.

If you ask “why?” on the above the answer is simply a matter of cost versus profit with customer service the real casualty.

TELSTRA SERVICE DISRUPTION NOTICE

Attached to this submission is a notice posted on page 44 of the Hobart “Mercury” for Friday March 28 2003. (See Attachment 3)
That notice provides for certain relief to Telstra for Customer Service Guarantee obligations as a result of significant disruptions to services by a lightning storm which passed through Tasmania on 19 March 2003.

While there could hardly be any doubt that a great number of the 122 faults referred to by Telstra in their notice would have been as a result of extremes of weather, we are unaware of any massive damage caused by the storm. We have not heard of bridges and roadways being carried away, nor do we know of massive flooding or in fact any other weather conditions which could be described as earth shattering. Certainly there was a lighting storm, but in terms of those experienced in more Northern areas of Australia on a routine basis, really nothing to get all that excited about.

We wonder just how much of this service disruption was caused by lightning strikes and how much was caused by simple failure to properly seal up cables and remedy known faults.

Given the prevalence of cable joints in plastic bags and other temporary remedies which have had no follow up, we would suggest that poor engineering, rather than the extremes of weather are the real culprits.

SOLUTIONS?

CEPU would assert that local Telstra management are not to blame, nor are the loyal local staff. They, and the telephone consumer are the victims of a change in Telstra from a company which should be service oriented and properly engineered, to a company which is at the whimsy of accountants and carpetbaggers.

Telstra, its customers and its staff are now paying for the excesses of its senior management who have lost heavily in offshore market adventures and nefarious deals on a global scale.

The union challenges Telstra management to allow staff to speak out without fear of retribution so that the real truth might be told and real remedies be found.

