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I would like to thank the Committee for inviting the National Rural Health Alliance to 
present evidence to this important Inquiry. 
 
The Alliance has a long-standing interest in telecommunications in rural, regional and 
remote Australia.  It made a Submission to the Inquiry in May 1998 and again to this 
present Inquiry in September 2003. 
 
Access to a working telephone has long been a central requirement for good quality of 
life.  The advent of mobile telephony and the internet has dramatically increased the 
overall impact of telecommunications on well-being.  The ‘connectedness’ of 
individuals to each other and to service agencies determines an important part of what 
has become known as social capital.  Telecommunications enable individuals, 
families and business units to engage in civic activity as well as in business and 
educational opportunities, and to access services and advice when needed. 
 
It is for these general reasons that the Alliance is interested in telecommunicatons.  In 
addition there are some more specific health reasons for our interest.  Telehealth is a 
valuable complement to face-to-face health services – but not a replacement for them.  
The different system capacity required for the transmission of information (eg to 
enable groups to meet), as distinct from what is required for the transmission of useful 
x-ray images, illustrates the relationship between technology and function.  There is 
also the urgent health need for instant access to services in the situation of accident or 
serious illness and some of the cases where this has not applied have lead to high 
profile and emotive outcomes. 
 
This is a very complex area of policy. 
 
It is technically complex – I, for one, would not know “9,600 baud” if they popped up 
in my cereal.  There is a raft of programs (and their acronyms) to try to comprehend in 
order to adopt a position which reflects accurately the current technological situation. 
 
It is economically complex.  There are assertions and counter-assertions about the 
impact (short, medium, long term) of full privatisation on the Federal Budget.  It is 
clear that the revenue from privatisation would enable one-off expenditure on new 
services or on national debt retirement (but hopefully not on further tax cuts in this 
already low taxing and low servicing nation).  However, it is my understanding that in 
broad terms the current situation with Telstra yields $2 billion a year for the national 
budget – a revenue stream that would be lost forever if it was privatised. 
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Most importantly it is complex in terms of the impact it would have on people in rural 
and remote areas.  There is technical, political and commercial uncertainty.  There are 
real unknowns.  There is real risk. 
 
There have been major improvements in the overall standard of telecommunications 
in rural and remote areas and these have been due to in large part to the special 
government programs for those areas.  Telstra Country Wide is an outstanding success 
and, whatever the decision on privatization, rural people will want to be assured of 
what the government refers to as “a requirement for Telstra to maintain a local 
presence”, which is part of its so-called ‘future proofing’ package. 
 
However, the most important issue of all is not whether current services to rural and 
remote areas are ‘adequate’ (however defined) but whether the level of services in 
those areas would in the future remain equivalent to services in the capital cities.  The 
issue is not current adequacy but what the government has chosen to call ‘future 
proofing’.  John Anderson, Deputy Prime Minister, correctly said that the real test of 
privatisation in relation to country communities would not be known for about 15 
years. 
 
First, however, some more credit where credit is due.  In a media release of 22 August 
2003 the Deputy Prime Minister, John Anderson, confirmed that “country Australia 
will benefit from $140 million in telecommunications advancements flowing from the 
recent Estens inquiry, regardless of the outcome of Senate deliberations on the Telstra 
Bill.”  (Emphasis added).  This continued emphasis on the special needs of rural 
telecommunications is warmly welcomed.  Telstra itself is also aware of these and 
other special needs.  As well as Telstra Country Wide’s focus on regional areas, 
Telstra has been working to put in place special measures for low income families. 
 
Overall, however, there is still too little emphasis on the particular needs of 
disadvantaged consumers Australia wide, including in the capital cities.  These 
include people on low incomes, those with a disability, older people and Indigenous 
peoples, for all of whom access by phone and email is especially important.  If such 
people are in rural and remote areas they face a double whammy.  If they are not, they 
are no doubt slightly envious of the attention given to rural people as a whole. 
 
The Alliance has studied the official response it received from the Australian 
Government to its recent submission.  It is clear from this response that the 
Government sees some potential benefits to four parties:  “the company itself, its 1.8m 
shareholders, the wider telecommunications industry and, most importantly, all 
Australians”.  Given that access to equivalent telecommunications services is a right 
for all Australians, rural and remote people cannot be expected to be concerned with 
the interests of the company itself or the wider telecommunications industry.  Those 
of them who are Telstra shareholders will have competing interests but I am quite sure 
they would need a huge volume of personal shares for modest changes in the share 
price to offset their interest in receiving a high level of services now and in the future. 
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The Government’s case relating to the national interest rests on retiring debt, realising 
the company’s full potential and the Government’s own conflict of interest.  The first 
point has been dealt with and is at best equivocal.  For the second, rural people will 
not mind who provides their service as long as it is in all respects equivalent.  As to 
the Government’s ‘conflict of interest’:  this pejorative term can be reinterpreted 
much more positively as the Government’s responsibility to set the rules for the major 
provider and the owner of the infrastructure in such a way as to provide equivalent 
service in rural and remote areas. 
 
It is worth pointing out also that the Government’s official response to the Alliance is 
permissive of the sort of protections that will ‘future proof’ rural services but in no 
way mandates them.  For example we have: 
 

“It is important to understand that those aspects of the existing regulatory 
framework designed to encourage competition and protect consumers will not 
be adversely affected by any change in the ownership of Telstra.  Not does the 
legislation that allows the further sale of Telstra prevent the government from 
imposing additional regulatory requirements on Telstra where considered 
appropriate.”  (Emphases added.)  This says that future proofing is possible but 
it is far from a guarantee that it will be delivered. 
 

In summary, then, the arguments against full privatisation are these: 
 
• no guaranteed national budget benefit, and to the extent that there may be any, 

it would be a one-off benefit now at the expense of future generations; 
 
• a sense shared by many parties that full commercialisation could not co-exist 

with the cross-subsidies and other special treatment that will always be 
required to maintain services in rural and remote areas at a  level equivalent to 
that for the high volume services in and between Sydney and Melbourne; and 

 
• a strong and evidenced belief that the gap between rural and metropolitan 

services has been narrowed under the present regime so that, in colloquial 
terms, “it’s not broken”. 

 
The arguments in favour of full privatisation seem to be summed up in the ‘half 
pregnant’ notion which seems to relate to the level of share prices and unfettered 
competition – both of which are largely unrelated to the level of services in rural and 
remote areas. 
 
The Bill should not pass.  However there is work to be done.  As well as ensuring 
continual improvements for people in rural and remote areas, there is the issue of 
structural separation and what it would mean for rural and remote services.  The 
Alliance does not yet have a view on this matter but will sustain its interest. 
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