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The Meaning and Impact of ‘Community Service Obligations’ 
 
The National Rural Health Alliance has today published a report on Community Service 
Obligations (or ‘CSOs’).  It explains their fundamental importance for the health and 
well-being of families and businesses in rural and remote areas. 
 
The prime example of a CSO (often called a Universal Service Obligation) is the one 
which requires Telstra to ensure that: 
 
“all people in Australia, wherever they reside or carry on business, should have 
reasonable access, on an equitable basis, to 

• standard telephone services; 
• payphones; and 
• prescribed carriage services.” 

 
There is also a CSO on Australia Post.  Under its Act it is required (among other things) 
to provide a service that:  “ensures that standard letters carried by ordinary post are 
uniformly priced from anywhere to anywhere within Australia”. 
 
These are commitments made to the people of Australia, wherever they live, through 
legislation.  They provide certainty about access to fundamental services.  They 
underpin equity of access for all people to those services.  The main beneficiaries are 
rural and remote people who, if it were not for the operation of the CSOs, would pay a 
higher price than city people for telephone and mail services. 
 
The Alliance’s interest is in the fundamental role of those services (and the CSOs which 
apply to them) in the health of country people, their businesses and their communities. 
 
The Information Paper released today by the Alliance discusses some alternatives to 
CSOs and the impact on them of privatisation.  On balance privatisation increases the 
need for CSOs. 
 
The Paper also considers briefly the development of CSOs (or their equivalent) in the 
health, finance and higher education sectors. 
 
The information in the Paper provides the background to the Alliance’s response to this 
week’s report from the Australian Communications Authority on the potential upgrade 
of the Telstra CSO to include data traffic, rather than voice traffic only. 
 
Further information, enquiries about the Paper:    NRHA (02) 6285 4660 


