Senate Environment, Communications,

 Information Technology and The Arts 

Legislation Committee.



From: Dr. J Morgan B.Sc. M.A. Ph.D.

Tin Can Bay, Queensland.





To the Inquiry into the provisions of the Telstra (Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill 2003 Committee.



To those concerned committee members,



(a)  I respectfully submit some suggested amendments to the Bill.



(b)  I place before you some comments for your consumption.



Regards, Jeff Morgan.





Suggested amendments to the Bill 2003.



Amendment 1.



Division 2 

	72 Reviews of regional telecommunications to be conducted by the RTIRC.



(2) In determining the adequacy of those services,  Etc.

currently available in one or more urban parts of Australia.



Explanation: The words “currently available” could be interpreted as available at the date of the Bill 2003 and it may be argued at any time in the future that the Bill provides for technology available in 2003 only.



Suggestion: available at the time of an RTIRC review in one or more parts of Australia.





Amendment 2.

	72 Reviews of regional telecommunications to be conducted by the RTIRC.

Timing of reviews

	The first review must be completed within 3 years after the

	commencement of this section. Subsequent reviews must be completed within 3 years

	after the completion of the previous review. For this purpose, a review is 

	completed when the report of the review is given to the Minister under section 73.



Explanation of amendment to division 2 no: 72 timing.



	Given the dramatic developments to communications over the last three years and that there is only expectations that development in the field will accelerate, a five year delay would imply that by the time any recommended changes are implemented, the regional areas would be, say seven to eight years behind the cities, and this would see rural and remote regions very disadvantaged indeed.  















Amendment 3 (Addition): 



to Division 2-Regional Telecommunications Independent Review Committee (RTIRC)

	76 Membership of the RTIRC.

(4) (e) a person holding or having control of Telstra shares.

	

Explanation: I have conducted a small survey locally in the remote area of Tin Can Bay and found that those who hold shares in Telstra have views totally opposed to those not holding shares, the survey showed that holders of shares were only interested in seeing the price of those shares increase, even to the detriment of local communications.



Though the sample of twenty people is small I see no reason that a larger sample would reveal any difference, as self interest seemed to be the only motivation for the shares holders.  



Further, section 80 “Disclosure of interests” doesn’t adequately cover the shares issue, therefore I respectfully suggest that a member of the RTIRC committee should not be a Telstra share holder, and that this should be part of section 76 so as to be made clear and unambiguous to all.





Some comments for your consumption.

	Though I make suggested amendments to the current bill, I have many concerns about the sale in general. I have no problem with the full privatization of the core business of Telstra but rather with the existing communication infrastructure and hardware.

By this I allude to the massive monopoly that having over eighty percent of the communication business and backbone of the nation would give to any private company.



There are a number of implications that need to be more carefully considered before giving such power and control to a private company.



Competition and freedom of choice for the consumer.

The backbone of the information highways in Australia include all hard wired lines whether copper, optical fiber or radio frequency relays. 



Across this backbone flows most of the various types of communication within Australia and to or from over seas, and includes the phone, Internet, cable entertainment, IT data of many variations, from FPOST to file exchange between companies and governments.



Imagine then that this is like our system of highways, freeways, roads, streets and even your own driveway.

Yes Telstra would own the line that goes into your own home.



Would you give total control of who uses your own driveway to a privet company?



This analogy is not frivolous, as I have seen many instances where Telstra have charged more to a competitor than I would pay as a private citizen, for access to a line feeding a business or house. 

There is much documented evidence of this practice available, including court rulings involving Telstra.



How can giving control of over 80% of the nations backbone to one privet company make for a more competitive communications market? As any other competitor would need to access this same backbone controlled by a privatized Telstra.



How then can giving total control of your phone lines to only one private company give a consumer more freedom of choice.









 Security



Many countries that over the last two decades have privatized there telecommunications systems, have ether retained control of there backbone or had in place a separate government (military) backbone.



Australia has only one backbone that which has been built over the last 7 or more decades by Australia tax payers, in the eighties and nineties much was made of the upgrade to this backbone with the optical fiber roll out and this gave us an infrastructure which still has a great future.



With the emergence of  data compression technology and multiplexing hardware and software the existing backbone has the ability to handle more and more data, even the meager copper line to your house is being  stuffed (thanks to these new technologies) with more and more data and handling greater bandwidths than could have ever been imagined just a few years ago.



Mobile phone cells all connect to each other and land lines via this same backbone, though I don’t think we need to retain ownership of the RF side of mobile phone networks, ownership of the backbone would still have much influence on the pricing and interfacing of such networks, particularly that of mobile to land line connections currently costing Australians up to four times the price for the same connection in most other countries.



But our continued ownership of this backbone would not only allow for a more level playing field in the communications but most importantly for our future is the question of the nations security. 

We do not have a separate hardwired military or government backbone, satellite systems are largely owned by foreign companies and may not be relayed upon in times of crises, whether we like it or not with the increased threat to our security from terrorism and that includes Internet or data terrorism, more monitoring and protection of this network is going to be necessary.



I’m not a defense expert but I’m certain you can get information as to how important secure data and communications infrastructures are to us in time of national crises whether man made or natural.



Telstra should be privatized as an marketing and sales company with retention of POPs for data, Mobile, hardware and software, sales outlets etc. But the main national backbone, exchanges, existing street and house lines should remain the property of a new wholly owned Commonwealth Government Agency.



This backbone could then be accessed by any approved company including Telstra for a cost, insuring greater security and real competition in our communication and data future. 



A private company owning over 80% of all the communications business and infrastructure in this country would create a mega monopoly with the power to influence much of our lives and potentially interfere with our democratic processes, as the largest advertiser in the country it could dramatically influence all aspects of the media with the threat of withdrawal of, or promise of its advertising, it could place great pressure on businesses large or small by the threat of or withdrawal of services, it could influence local, state and federal representatives using the powers such a monopoly would give it, and this is indeed why laws exist to prevent such monopolies. 



I don’t think we should allow any private company to control this backbone.

It should remain in the hands of the people for our security, and that of our children.



Thank you,

Jeff Morgan.
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