Proposed Sale of Our National Telecommunications Infrastructure

We wish to bring to the committee's attention the fact that the proposed sale of Telstra's telephone infrastructure is, in our view, a severe, irreversible and egregious error. We are complex systems consultants living in rural Australia who already experience an impoverished communications service provided by Telstra on behalf of the government. The poor service (sometimes phones are off for a week or more under the government’s repair ‘standards’) appears to be justified by the artifice that telecommunications is not an essential service. 

The government now proposes to sell the remainder of Telstra on the open market. We are writing to ask you to use the power of the Senate to defeat any attempt to sell the public’s critical communications infrastructure including phone lines, exchanges, mobile towers, routers etc. The risks of selling the communications infrastructure extend well beyond the likely diminution of services to rural Australia because such a decision could have major economic and national security implications as well. The committee should remember that, unlike many other countries, we are now a terrorist target having declared war on them.

While it may make some sense to sell Telstra’s services, there are 5 major reasons to retain our communications infrastructure: 

· Australians need an absolute guarantee of communications security; 

· Communications are vital to our entire economy and governance; 
· Global trade may soon favour countries with well developed and efficient internal communications networks 

· The public must still bear all the risks, and,

· Private monopoly puts competitive communications services at risk. 

The government’s plan to sell public communications assets appear driven by their definition that communications is not an essential service coupled with adherence to some dogma to advantage the private sector. Whatever their definition, telecommunications is clearly a vital pre-requisite to a modern economy. Without our communications infrastructure:

· Our economy and businesses would collapse;
· No-one could contact other essential services, e.g. fire, police, ambulance;
· Governance would  be almost impossible;
· Social systems would largely collapse.
How then can this not be an essential service in any but an artificial definitional sense?
The sensitivity of modern economies to the state of its communications infrastructure is the reason that the US bombed Iraq’s communications infrastructure at the outset of its recent invasion. Without communications there can be no effective government or control of the economy. Selling Australia’s telephone infrastructure risks disaster for Australia and leaves our economy, governance and security totally dependent on a listed company.

The valuation of Telstra for the sale appears based on its earnings. Our concern is for the infrastructure which cannot be replaced and has not been suitably valued. Without this infrastructure there will be no telecommunications, thus no economy and no society. How is such a vital system to be valued given that it cannot be replaced. 

Australians will have no guarantee of communications security

There are no effective and realistic protections available to Australia to prevent hostile, criminal or incompetent organisations from purchasing a controlling interest in our telephone infrastructure. Furthermore the government has not demonstrated any ability to operate at a high standard of probity, indeed various regulatory failures have already been experienced (e.g. HIH, Pan Pharmaceuticals). Neither can we rely on any of our public institutions to provide unbiased or objective information, the distorted information provided to justify a distant war on Iraq and the SIEV X affair are evidence of this. 
What happens if a terrorist front organisation decides to get hold of our communications infrastructure? How do we prevent a private organisation from ‘listening in’ to key calls under the pretext of ‘maintenance’? 

Any plan to sell our communications infrastructure puts all of Australia at risk. How could government be conducted without telephones? How can continuity of service be legislated?

Selling our communications infrastructure assets threatens the viability of our national economy

Billions of dollars are transferred daily around the globe with our communications infrastructure. Vast amounts of business are conducted within our shores using the telephones and information technologies. Our system of business and government relies on reliable communications (something we don’t really have in rural Australia yet); how can any private sector organisation guarantee that our communications system will be maintained or improved? 

If the company goes broke, or on-sells all or part of our infrastructure, what happens to Australia? We’ve seen enough examples of huge corporations going broke to know that we’d have no protection and we’ve seen enough examples of government failures to know that our public services couldn’t protect us. Telstra has lost well over a $ 1 billion in poor management decisions and adventures in irrelevant overseas markets. What would happen if government couldn’t fix severe problems with our communications infrastructure, instead being at the mercy of a listed company for our national interests? We’ve all seen Enron, Bond Corp, Quintex and other ‘favorites’ disappear into chaos, can this government really guarantee that won’t happen to our telephone system?

Australia may be disadvantaged in global trade

Even without any escalation of the terrorist threat, global trading is relying more and more on quality communications systems, particularly the development of broadband and similar high-speed systems. As broadband becomes the norm in the advanced economies, so advanced trading systems are developing that depend on that norm. Australia is already far behind in deploying high speed (256 kb/sec) lines in its regions and many country areas are severely disadvantaged in trying to use the Internet yet it is these areas that most need access to such systems (e.g. in Health care information sharing). Putting all the key telecommunications decisions into the hands of some unknown private sector group is unlikely to enable Australia to keep up with the advanced economies and risks causing severe fragmentation of Australia into ‘have’ cities and ‘have not’ regional areas. 
The public will still bear all the risks

A privatised Telco will pass those some of its profits on to shareholders but because telecommunications is vital to our economy it is evident that if the Telco loses serious money and may go out of business it will need to be rescued by government. Thus the public will bear the risk notwithstanding. This is not a smart deal for Australia. 
A new private monopoly puts competition at risk

No-one can truly compete with Telstra while Telstra owns the infrastructure, there are at least some other communications service providers operating in Australia because the government is still a majority owner of the infrastructure. These providers have to rent infrastructure capacity from Telstra. 

If our communications infrastructure is sold, what possible guarantee can we have that the new owners (or other owners in the future) won’t disrupt those competitive arrangements for their own commercial ends? Why would we risk creating a private sector monopoly with our telephone infrastructure? Australian optic fibre company Nextgen recently went into administration, One-Tel is a clear demonstration that communications companies can fail catastrophically. How can our government rely on ‘market forces’ when we already know they are totally unreliable?

There are already sub-critical failures occurring in rural Australia. A ‘guarantee’ of fixing a communications blackout within 2 working days leaves many of us without access to any essential services or other important communications for up to a week. We can’t phone Telstra to tell them there’s a fault (much of rural Australia is a mobile black hole as well), we can’t call emergency services to get help, we can’t operate an Internet business and we can’t close open stock positions - if we dared to have any! This is seen as acceptable by the Federal government under the justification that Telstra is not an essential service.

What are the potential outcomes of a sale for Australia? 

As a responsible committee of the Senate, and as Australia’s last democratic protection against policy adventures, we ask you to seriously consider these matters before voting on the sale of our infrastructure. The critical question must surely be “do the benefits of this proposal outweigh the risks?” Has this proposal been fully evaluated considering we are now at war?
What legacy will selling the communications infrastructure leave for Australia? We believe that, given the risks to Australia, it’s security and it’s economy, the only rational response to any proposal to sell our communications infrastructure is a resounding NO and to maintain our communications infrastructure, redefining it as an essential service because it is essential to our entire way of life.

The proposal to sell our telecommunications assets to the highest bidder(s) is risky enough at any time, can we really afford to take these risks when we are at war?
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