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The Public Switched Telecommunications Network (PSTN) provides the core infrastructure for the nation-wide delivery of telecommunications services to the Australian population. Over time, it has performed this role with a high degree of reliability. Today, however, this achievement is being undermined by the market pressures operating on Telstra. At their crudest level, these take the form of explicit demands for staff reductions. Only slightly less obvious are the pressures to maintain profit growth (and hence the share price) by reining in both capital and labour costs. Recently, in an unabashed demand that Telstra act as a cash cow rather than a service provider, institutional investors have been pressing for an increase in the dividend payout. 

At the same time, political pressures are being brought to bear on the company to meet certain service benchmarks to smooth the way for full privatisation. The immediate challenge thus facing management is to do more with less - or at least to be seen to be doing more with less. The CEPU believes that Telstra's response to these contradictory pressures has been to... 
· reduce total labour costs through redundancies, use of contractors, cut-backs to training and greater deployment of lower level/wage staff 

· ration capital expenditure, especially within the domestic network and 

· adopt an increasingly reactive, rather than pro-active, approach to maintenance which focuses on short term statistical outcomes rather than on fundamental network needs. 

As the Union has argued above, this last strategy helps explain the apparent anomaly of improving Customer Service Guarantee compliance figures at a time when other statistics show both fault rates and customer complaints rising and when the Union's members are repeatedly testifying to the poor state of the PSTN. 

Such is the extent of this latter problem that the Union understands that Telstra's policy is now to focus network maintenance efforts on high priority customers such as businesses and hospitals who, according to new internal rankings, are accorded platinum or gold status. Some 25% of customers fall within these categories. The maintenance needs of the remaining 75% (lead?) customers are, by definition, not a priority. 

Centralisation and automation of diagnostic functions and job despatch have contributed to maintenance difficulties, as has the process of contracting out functions which may superficially appear non-core (such as exchange air-conditioning or power supply) but which are critical to network operations. The Union's members point to the fragmentation of the work process and of work accountabilities that have accompanied these developments as sources of inefficiency. 



The fundamental problem, however, is the under resourcing of the Customer Access Network. Despite a range of CAN initiatives over the last decade, the network infrastructure remains in poor physical condition. Telstra's use of Mass Service Disruption Notices to seek exemption from Customer Service Guarantee penalties during periods of heavy rainfall only serves to highlight the underlying issue i.e. the state of the CAN cabling. 
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This degradation of a key section of the national telecommunications infrastructure comes at a time when consumer service expectations are rising and when national economic goals require the wide availability of modern services. The Union believes that these circumstances call for a 
systematic approach to network improvement, as opposed to the piecemeal project funding that has largely characterised Networking the Nation and related "social bonus" initiatives funded through the partial sale of Telstra. 

Moreover it is quite obvious that the funding strategy employed by the present Government to address service deficiencies is neither sustainable (if all of Telstra is sold) nor capable of addressing needs of a scale identified here and in previous inquiries. Policy mechanisms must be delivered which encourage (efficient) investment in a national access network capable of meeting both present and future demand. 

This will not happen under a privatised Telstra.

Telstra has downsized  in the Queensland rural and  regional areas by 100 communications technicians ( field workforce ) in the last four or five months. Many of these workers are in the exchange areas reported in the ACA report on Network Reliability requested in response to the ‘Estens’ enquiry.
 The defiance of public opinion and arrogance of Telstra in this regard is very ‘Corporate’.
The sheer size of regional and rural Queensland demands a large, competent and highly trained workforce to maintain and develop telecommunications infrastructure. The current ideological management of Telstra seems to be set on a course of depleting this infinite resource to unsustainable levels, merely to inflate the value of shares and dividends for institutional shareholders. 

Where will it end??

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
I would be willing to appear at a Senate presentation in Queensland.

Steve Mason

Branch Secretary
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