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Overview 
 
Better telecommunications services are vital to Australia’s economic and social 
future.  New technology can help to break down the ‘tyranny of distance’, 
creating more opportunities for all Australians, providing access is both 
universal and equitable. 
 
If Australia is to become a Knowledge Nation it is essential that all Australians 
have better access to the latest communications technology and services. 
 
In the future, access to broadband technology will be important. 
 
Most Australians haven’t yet experienced broadband technology.  Increasingly, 
broadband technology will provide Australians, no matter where they live, with 
access to services that will help educate our children, improve the quality of 
and access to health, government, financial and other commercial services, as 
well as bringing Australians the latest in information and entertainment. 
 
Australia, as a great content producing nation, is well placed to become a 
centre for broadband content and applications.  If we don’t, then Australia will 
remain a net technology importer, with fewer job opportunities for our children 
and ourselves and increasingly poorly paid ones at that. 
 
Australia must become a world leader in the use of, and the production of 
content for, broadband technology. 
 
Five years ago, Australia’s telecommunications infrastructure was among the 
best in the world.  Even the current Government recognised this when it came 
to office.  But under the Howard Government, Australia is slipping behind. 
 
Through the Federal Government’s majority ownership of Telstra, enhanced 
competition and better regulation, we must return Australia to the strong 
position it formerly held. 
 
If Australia is to succeed as a Knowledge Nation it is vital that these new 
services are ultimately able to be accessed by all Australians. 
 
Australia's geography and spread of population imposes a necessity upon the 
Federal Government to act as a guardian of the nation's communications 
infrastructure, and as an intervening force where the market fails to deliver 
affordable and competitive services.  Universal access to telecommunications 
services is especially important for rural and regional Australia. 
 
The Federal Government also has a role in inhibiting the concentration of 
ownership and dominance of markets. 
 
Labor accepts that responsibility. A responsibility requiring that valuable public 
infrastructure, like Telstra, should not be fully privatised. A responsibility that 
requires that the broad public interest - not just profit and a market view - be 
the motivating force behind government action. 
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The Howard Government’s Failures 
 
PRIVATISATION NOT COMPETITION 
The Howard-Anderson Government will start selling the rest of Telstra: on 1 July 
2003, at $5.48 a share. (Source: Peter Costello, Media Release, 26 October 
2001.) 
 
While John Howard and John Anderson keep telling Australians that the full 
privatisation of Telstra is ‘off the agenda’ – it’s in their Budget. (Source: 
Commonwealth Budget 2001-02; Mid-Year Economic and Fiscal Outlook, 
October 2001.) 
 
John Howard says that if he is re-elected, he will have a ‘mandate to implement 
our policy on Telstra’ (Source: ABC Radio Perth, 24 October 2001).  Australians 
know now what that means. 
 
If they get the chance, the only question is whether the full privatisation of Telstra 
will be the last act of Prime Minister John Howard, or the first act of Prime 
Minister Peter Costello. 
 
The Government repeatedly tells Australians that it will not privatise any more of 
Telstra ‘until it (the Government) is satisfied arrangements exist to deliver 
adequate services’. (Source: Commonwealth Budget Papers 2001-02.) 
 
John Howard says it will be up to his back-bench to advise him. (Source: ABC 
Radio Perth, 24 October 2001.) Yet they’ve already voted for the Telstra 
(Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill in 1998 and 1999. 
 
John Howard has appointed himself judge, jury and auctioneer. 
 
In the run up to the 1998 election, John Howard promised that: 

The Coalition will legislate to provide that unless and until the independent 
inquiry certifies that service levels are adequate, there will be no sale beyond 
49 per cent. 

 
But after the election, John Howard: 

• tried to pass the Telstra (Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill 1998; 

• never-ever legislated to establish an independent inquiry; and 

• never-ever legislated to establish performance criteria, against which 
Telstra’s service would be judged. 

 
Because of its obsession with the full privatisation of Telstra, the Government 
has belatedly recognised consumer and industry concerns that the 
Government’s regulation of telecommunications has not delivered sufficient 
benefits to consumers.  Even now it is doing too little, too late. 
 
Despite the introduction of a significant number of new companies into 
Australia’s telecommunications market, a move supported by Labor, the 
Government has allowed: 

• price reductions caused by the introduction of competition to be largely 
‘clawed-back’ as a result of the GST (see below); 
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• telephone companies to triple their operating profit margins from 7.1 per 
cent before the Government’s telecommunications regime started in 1997 to 
21.5 per cent in 1998-99, all at the consumer’s expense; 

• dissatisfaction with the level of service provided by telephone carriers to 
increase significantly.  Last financial year: 

o 29 percent of residential customers and 21 percent of business 
customers were dissatisfied with the overall experience of having a 
phone connected; and 

o the number of complaints to the Telecommunications Industry 
Ombudsman rose by almost one-third to 72,264; 

• inadequate services continued to be provided to many Australians, 
particularly those living in rural and regional Australia.  Even the 
Government’s own Besley Inquiry found that services in rural and remote 
Australia were inadequate.  Even by the Besley Inquiry’s own lower 
standards, Telstra has consistently failed to meet the standards required 
under the Customer Service Guarantee; and 

• jobs have been lost from what was promised to be a growing industry (see 
below). 

 
LESS JOBS NOT MORE 
In June 1997, Communications Minister Senator Richard Alston 
promised that the Howard-Anderson Government’s telecommunications 
policies would have: ‘significant employment benefits. … That means 
jobs – potentially tens of thousands of them.’ (Source: Hansard.) 
 
However, between 1995-96 and 1998-99 employment in Australia’s 
telecommunications and information services industry actually fell by 
more than 17,000 – almost 19 per cent. 
 
These job losses do not include Telstra’s March 2000 decision to sack 
10,000 workers, a decision supported by the Howard-Anderson 
Government.  Nor does it include other job losses from companies like 
Optus, Vodafone or One.Tel and the 650 jobs lost from Telstra’s wholly 
owned subsidiary, NDC. 
 
STAYING IN TOUCH COSTS MORE AFTER THE GST 
Before the last election, the Howard-Anderson Government told Australians 
that the price of using communications services would only rise by only 4.7 
percent as a result of the GST. (Source: Tax Reform: not a new tax, a new tax 
system, August 1998).) 
 
In fact, prices increased by 8.1 percent in the September 2000 quarter. 
(Source: ABS Consumer Price Index.) 
 
While the cost of many local and STD calls has fallen in recent years, for most 
Australians the cost of basic line rental has increased from $11.65 to $19.90 a 
month – that’s a staggering 71 per cent or $99 a year! 
 
Despite almost four and a half years of competition, overall communications 
prices are only two percent cheaper today than they were in July 1997. 
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Because people living in rural and regional Australia often pay more to use the 
phone or Internet, the increased cost of telecommunications services caused 
by the GST has hit these Australians harder than most. 
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Kim Beazley’s Plan for Telecommunications 
 
TELECOMMUNICATIONS AND TELSTRA 
Labor is committed to the retention of Telstra in majority public ownership. 
 
Australia's national interest is best served by using the Federal Government's 
majority ownership of Telstra to guarantee the delivery of a world-class 
telecommunications system to all Australians. 
 
Unlike the Howard-Anderson Government, which doesn’t believe that Telstra 
should be in the business of ‘building telephone networks’, Labor will not 
support the privatisation of parts of Telstra’s business, like NDC (which builds 
Telstra’s networks), that are central to a modern full service 
telecommunications company. 
 
Telstra and Industry Policy 
Telstra has a multi-billion dollar budget for capital works and ongoing 
operations. 
 
As a result, Telstra's purchasing policies have a significant impact on boosting 
Australian industry, particularly Australia's manufacturing industry. It has 
provided the impetus for the development of a billion-dollar manufacturing 
export industry in Australia. 
 
Under Labor, Telstra will be encouraged to act consistent with Labor’s Better 
Plan for Strategic Government Purchasing and to provide leadership in 
supporting the further expansion of an internationally competitive 
telecommunications manufacturing and service industry in Australia. 
 
Labor will also examine the consequences for Telstra and other carriers of the 
Government’s current review into Industry Development Plans. 
 
ENHANCED COMPETITION 
More and better competition is necessary if Australians are to continue to 
receive the telecommunications services they need at affordable prices. 
 
Labor supports a more ‘competitive’ Australian telecommunications market. 
 
Labor, like many experts, consumer representatives and industry members, 
has been calling for changes to the Government’s telecommunications specific 
competition regime in order to speed up the arbitration process and provide 
greater certainty for commercial negotiations between carriers, since January 
1999. 
 
As a result of a recent draft report from the Productivity Commission, the 
Government has belatedly recognised that change is necessary.  Even then 
the Howard-Anderson Government’s response has been too little, too late. 
 
The Government’s delay has unnecessarily impeded competition in the 
Australian telecommunications market, delaying the rollout of competitive 
xDSL broadband services and in the traditional voice telephony and emerging 
Voice Over Internet Protocol markets. 
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Australian consumers have suffered, paying higher prices and receiving lower 
standards of service than necessary, while having reduced access to the latest 
broadband technology. 
 
If Australia wants both world-class infrastructure and to encourage the 
construction of more open networks, then we must make investment in 
Australian communications infrastructure more attractive to both international 
and domestic investors.  Faster and more certain access dispute resolution will 
help to achieve this objective. 
 
Today, the four key competitive challenges facing the Australian 
telecommunications market are: 

• Effective unbundling of the local loop; 

• The proper setting of interconnect fees; 

• GSM termination arrangements; and 

• Roaming and mobile number portability. 
 

Communications Australia 
To provide for more pro-active and coordinated decision-making, Labor will 
establish a new integrated industry regulator, Communications Australia, by 
amalgamating the Australian Communications Authority and the 
telecommunications division of the Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission. 
 
More Effective Competition Regulation 
Labor will retain the telecommunications specific competition regime until such 
time as the market is genuinely competitive, while retaining the power to 
regulate true ‘bottleneck’ services. 
 
Labor will also improve access to communications infrastructure by: 

• Providing greater recognition of the need to encourage innovation and 
efficient investment in essential infrastructure; 

• Ensuring more regulatory certainty by clarifying which services may be 
declared and by providing sunset periods for declarations of bottleneck 
services; 

• Removing ineffectual processes, such as the Telecommunications Access 
Forum, that have only frustrated and delayed the settlement of disputes; 
and 

• Removing merits appeals from decisions made by Communications 
Australia under the access regime. 

 
Labor will appoint a Regional Communications Commissioner to ensure that 
Communications Australia has greater regard to the differing nature of 
competition across Australia, particularly in rural and regional markets. 
 
Labor welcomes the ACCC’s decision to inquire into whether spectrum sharing 
on Telstra’s Customer Access Network should be mandated and whether both 
the voice and data spectrum should be declared services under the access 
regime. 
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Labor hopes that the ACCC’s decision-making process will encourage 
competition for broadband Internet services by allowing Telstra’s competitors 
the option of providing just data rather then both voice and data services using 
Telstra’s Customer Access Network. 
 
Labor will work with consumer representatives and the industry to implement 
these overdue and necessary reforms. 
 
Labor will work with industry to help ensure that Foxtel and Optus digitise their 
cable networks as open networks accessible on fair terms and conditions to both 
the infrastructure provider and the access seeker. 
 
NATIONAL CONNECTIVITY SCHEME 
While competition will continue to be the primary means of providing 
Australians with the new telecommunications services they need, the market 
does not serve the interests of all consumers, particularly those living in rural 
and regional Australia. 
 
Continued Federal Government majority ownership of Telstra ensures 
Australia retains a ubiquitous national carrier that serves the interests of all 
Australians. 
 
Regulation, such as the Universal Service Obligation and the Customer 
Service Guarantee, also help. 
 
But since the partial privatisation of Telstra, it has become necessary to 
provide other incentives to telephone carriers to ensure that people living in 
rural and regional Australia can continue to access better telephone, mobile 
phone and dial-up Internet services. 
 
In the future, it is likely that assistance will be needed to ensure that rural and 
regional Australia can access the next wave of technology, including 
broadband Internet and third generation (3G) mobile services. 
 
The Howard-Anderson Government’s Approach 
The Howard-Anderson Government’s response to these ongoing problems has 
been piecemeal.  It has failed to address problems of access in a systematic 
and equitable manner. 
 
The conclusion of the vast majority of the Government’s Networking the Nation 
programs at the end of the 2001-02 financial year provides an opportunity for a 
better approach to be adopted. 
 
Labor will maintain the Networking the Nation programs, honouring all financial 
commitments. 
 
Labor will also maintain all of the Government’s programs announced in 
response to the Besley Inquiry Report. 
 
Kim Beazley’s Plan 
Labor will double the new money available under the Government’s response 
to the Besley Inquiry Report, establishing a $140.5 million National 
Connectivity Scheme comprising: 

• A National Connectivity Council; 
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• Regional Communications Infrastructure Partnerships; 

• A National Connectivity Audit; and 

• A National Connectivity Fund. 
 
NATIONAL CONNECTIVITY COUNCIL 
Labor will establish an independent National Connectivity Council to provide 
ongoing expert advice to the Federal Government about Australia’s 
communications infrastructure needs and the best mechanisms to ensure the 
equitable delivery of telecommunications services, including voice, mobile 
phone, dial-up Internet and broadband services. 
 
The National Connectivity Council will be required to consult with local 
communities to ensure that their wishes are taken into account. 
 
As part of its deliberations, the National Connectivity Council will be asked to 
investigate options for making off-peak Government bandwidth available for 
community, health and education purposes. 
 
The National Connectivity Council will take over the administration of all 
remaining programs designed to improve communications services in rural and 
regional Australia.  This will ensure that the administration of all programs 
occurs in a co-ordinated manner. 
 
The National Connectivity Council will be funded from within the existing 
resources of the Department of Communications, Information Technology and 
the Arts. 
 
REGIONAL COMMUNICATIONS INFRASTRUCTURE 
PARTNERSHIPS 
The National Connectivity Council will consult with local communities through 
Regional Communications Infrastructure Partnerships involving all levels of 
government, major government, health and education service providers and 
leading local businesses to identify co-ordinated regional solutions to local 
problems. 
 
The Regional Communications Infrastructure Partnerships will allow regional 
communities to prioritise their needs – whether that be increased television, 
radio or mobile phone coverage or better access to broadband or dial-up 
Internet services. 
 
The Regional Communications Infrastructure Partnerships will also serve as a 
forum for local communities to better explore options for demand aggregation. 
 
The National Connectivity Council will work with the Regional Communications 
Infrastructure Partnerships to develop greater flexibility in the funding provided 
under existing and new Government programs to better deliver the 
improvements in communications services that regional communities need. 
 
NATIONAL CONNECTIVITY AUDIT 
As the foundation of its future work, the National Connectivity Council will 
conduct a National Connectivity Audit to provide centralised and coordinated 
information about the availability of communications infrastructure.  The audit 
will help guide the decisions of the National Connectivity Scheme allowing 



  

 
9 

ELECTION2001 K
im

 B
eazley’s P

lan
 fo

r T
eleco

m
m

u
n

icatio
n

s 
ALP Policy 

additional and alternate communications infrastructure opportunities to be 
identified and better targeting of areas of need. 
 
The National Connectivity Audit will specifically seek to identify convergent or 
integrated opportunities to address regional and rural communications needs. 
 
NATIONAL CONNECTIVITY FUND 
Labor’s $140.5 million, three-year National Connectivity Fund, to commence in 
2003-04, will make money available to help ensure more equitable delivery of 
telecommunications infrastructure, particularly in rural and regional Australia. 
 
The Fund will prioritise communications infrastructure that enables the delivery 
of multiple and where possible convergent communications needs in particular, 
through the development of broadband infrastructure and content. 
 
The Fund will explore opportunities to enhance the access of rural and regional 
Australia to television, radio, mobile phone, dial-up Internet and broadband 
services. 
 
SUPPORTING TASMANIA’S FIBRE-OPTIC NETWORK 
Tasmania has a number of large and exciting infrastructure projects in advanced 
stages of planning.  These are mostly privately funded projects, which have been 
facilitated by the State Labor Government. 
 
Tasmania does not currently have access to natural gas. 
 
The Tasmanian Natural Gas Project (TNGP) offers a unique opportunity to 
improve the communications services available to Tasmanians at marginal 
additional cost in the open gas trench. 
 
Labor will support the Tasmanian Labor Government’s roll out of fibre-optic cable 
along the open gas trench. 
 
This project will provide enormous economic and social benefits for Tasmania, 
and give it every opportunity to share in the benefits of Australia as a Knowledge 
Nation. 
 
The benefits of this project to Tasmania include significant increases in data 
speeds for Internet users, access to applications such as pay television, support 
for Information Technology and Communications-based industries, and 
enhanced on-line learning opportunities. 
 
ENHANCED BROADBAND CONTENT 
Ensuring Australians can and want to access broadband is about more than just 
ensuring that that the broadband pipes can reach Australian homes and 
businesses.  As everyone in the industry knows, ‘content is king’! 
 
Unless Australians can access suitable local broadband content then they are 


