How much will it cost to provide broad-
band networks to Australia?

That's not an answer that anyone's
giving at the moment because it will
depend on what technology is used.
When they are provided could also
make a difference as some technologies
could be much cheaper in five year’s
time.

Who is most likely to bear the cost?

There’s no sense in anyone assuming
that government will just fork out bil-
lions of dollars for infrastructure. I think
the network will result from coopera-
tion between industry and government.
Some companies will want to see spe-
cial things done in special areas for their
own interests.

There will also be an opportunity for
community groups to access other forms
of government funding that are already
available but to use them for these
kinds of infrastructures. In Australia, I
think we are actually looking to co-
operative ventures in a number of dif-
ferent ways.

Is this broadband network separate
from any network that's already in
existence?

It is in the sense that the existing
networks would have to be updated.
But Telecom already has an existing
extensive optic fibre network which
would form what is called the ‘back-
bone’ of a new broadband network. Of
course, the cable being in the ground
doesn’t link it to people’s premises and
that's the expensive part.

The expectation is that most people
will get access in order to get cable or
pay Tv?

I think that's the assumption being
publicised by Telecom and Optus and
by the pay TV companies. I don’t know
that we can be sure that’s actually the
assumption being made by business—
rather it’s what the media have picked
up on. It could be companies that use
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a lot of high speed data transfer, for
example, which might be financing a
lot of the major business links. So we
are hearing a lot about pay TV but I
don'’t think we can assume that’s actu-
ally the basis of the business decisions.

Are the broadband networks going to
increase the risk of a division between
the information haves and have-nots?

Well again, and I guess this is where
BSEG sees its work as fairly important,
it actually depends on how the net-
works are implemented. If we said to
industry—without any kind of govern-
ment policy making—‘look you just go
ahead and invest where you want to’,
the market will prevail. What you would
get is the things that have actually
happened in places like England. You
get a number of different companies
cabelling and providing services next to
each other into areas that are fairly
affluent. You would get not only noth-
ing going to other places, but you could
geta decrease in services because there
may not even be the maintenance of the
normal phone lines. Under that market-
driven system, if it’s just left by itself,
yes, you would start to get rich people
having lots of communications resources
and poor people having not only no
new ones but probably less than they
have now.

That is not the approach that we are
taking in Australia, that's not the basis
on which the government or BSEG is
working. We are looking at co-
operation between government, the
community and business.

Does that mean equal access for all?

No, you can’t go that far. We don’t have
equity now, so I don’t know how we
can just assume that this is what it
means. However, I think there is now
an openness to redefining things, like
what basic needs are and what univer-
sa] access is. They have to be redefined
in the light of 2 new kind of technologi-
cal system. We're not doing what some

other countries are doing which is,
‘look we'll just let it rip’ and see what
happens. We're saying this has to be
planned development.

Will there be a need to develop a bal-
ance between the market forces and
government policy?

Yes, there may well be government
policies that perhaps restrict the number
of companies that can come into par-
ticular areas so we don’t double up on
infrastructure in some places and have
none in others. We are also looking to
government to provide leadership by
becoming what we're calling ‘leading-
edge users’. In other words, that gov-
ernment looks at how it can do whatit’s
doing better and more efficiently, using
broadband services. So if government
starts redirecting its dollars into broad-
band uses, they will service a wide
group of people in the community.
There are also many forms of govern-
ment funding, particularly in terms of
regional development, that already
exist but can be used to develop a
different kind of telecommunications
infrastructure.

Is there likely to be much duplication
in, for example, cable laying?

We've probably got duplication now
in some of the main trunks between
Sydney and Melbourne. Optus has cer-
tainly cabled in areas where Telecom
exists—removing a monopoly opens
up that possibility. I suppose it's a
matter of the government deciding when
it is against the public interest to have
over-development in some areas com-
pared with no development in others.
Competition may be more important
between providers of on-line services
at this stage, rather than infrastructure
providers. That would mean that open
access to broadband by content provid-
ers should be assured by government
policy.



What's the likelihood of connecting
the remote areas?

It depends on how you use the differ-
ent technologies. It’s very likely that
some remote areas could be connected
using current technologies, like twisted
copper pairs. Digital compression makes
it possible for those copper wires, once
they get the switching right, to carry
video for example, so some services
will be available even using technolo-
gies we have in the ground right now.
Some remote areas may go straight to
satellite and mobile telecommunica-
tions. Development needs to be planned
in terms of coverage of different groups.
If it's done well and if people in remote
areas also team up with their local
industries for example, it's very possi-
ble that remote communities will have
access to these kinds of services al-
though they might not go to every
home. In some remote areas it might
make more sense to use some kind of
central facility that people can link into,
than have cables going to every remote
outstation.

Does the broadband network use both
cable and satellite technologies?

If we’re wise we'll use the cheapest
and most effective technology to do
particular jobs in particular places. We'll
have to be very wise to do that because
businesses will, of course, prefer their
own technologies if they've got links
with technology companies. That's
where the role of policy comes in—
there needs to be a rational approach.
A market driven approach isn’t always
rational in the sense of using the re-
sources in the best way.

Why do we need broadband networks,
why don‘t narrowband networks pro-
vide most of the services?

At the moment they do. We haven’t
answered that question convincingly
yet. There are some services that cer-
tainly need broadband networks and
some of those are the most needy ones.
For example, health consultations with
specialists in remote areas have to be
done by two-way video link, which
means broadband. We're talking broad-
band for anything that is on demand,
interactive and has a visual channel.

Certainly broadband is needed for
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distance education that is very much
like a classroom. If you want inter-
action where you can see each
other you're probably talking
broadband, but for many services
there’s a lower level of technology
that's needed. The difficult ques-
tion is whether or not it's best to
start off at a low grade and gradu-
ally update and make a network
more sophisticated as people want
it and allow for the possibility
that this creates huge divisions.
Or should we set a certain tech-
nological base line and bring
everyone up to that. It's a major
question and has implications
for consumers either way.

Is there any evidence that people ac-
tually want broadband services and
are prepared to pay for them?

People shy away from collecting that
evidence. Certainly in the demand stud-
ies that the BSEG was able to do, there’s
been a preference for speaking to ex-
perts in the field rather than speaking to
ordinary people. One of the difficulties
in speaking to people is you're asking
them about things that don’t exist. The
research group that I head is planning
some research at the end of this year
and next year which will survey people
about what they would like. But there
is not a lot of evidence either way,
based on research on people.

Given the desirability of broadband in
the interactive services shouldn‘t Aus-
tralia be pursuing optic fibre networks
rather than coaxial or ADSL?

Only if you've got a government, such
as the Japanese, that is willing to plan
until 2015 and directly subsidise bil-
lions of dollars or get their major tel-
ecommunications carrier to do that. In
Australia that makes less sense because
of our geography and our much lower
population. It means we all pay a huge
amount of money for an over-
sophisticated network.

What sort of system or infrastructure
do we need to have in place to deliver
the service?

We need an interactive capacity be-
cause we don't just want to have an
information superhighway that goes
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one way so that a whole lot of people
dump programs into our laps. We want
to be able to get information in different
forms and perhaps in different forms at
the same time, which implies a broad-
band network because that’s the best
way to do it. It's much more like human
communication. When you've got a
choice between low tech and high tech
systems, the thing that seems more
‘natural’ is what people will respond to.
It's combinations of technologies that
can deliver that in different areas, they
each have their strengths and weak-
nesses.

Why should the government be in-
volved?

There are many areas where the gov-
ernment already fosters change and
supports cultural and social life. To
abandon that in this new context would
actually be to undermine the work that
the government has done to date.

What are the benefits of the broad-
band network?

I can only answer that question in
broad terms. 1 think it would be won-
derful for grandparents who live at a
distance from their families to actually
be able to see them when they're talk-
ing to them. Really we don’t know
about the things that we can innovate
until we get used to the technology
itself, so the first step is having some of
these applications in our lives. The next
step is really transforming our lives and
taking full advantage of the possibili-
ties. In areas such as health and educa-
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tion, not having to, travel the distance
yourself physically will open up new
possibilities both for conveying infor-
mation and also for having human con-
tact. I think we’ll only see the benefits
of it once we start.

Is a broadband network likely to be a
threat to privacy?

The telephone is a threat to privacy
now for some people. The broadband
networks will be worse in that people
will be frightened of others just being
able to peer into their homes. As well as
that there will be the possibility of huge
data sets being collected on people in
households and businesses, so govern-
ment will need to define the limits of
use of that type of data. So in both the
person-to-person aspect and the infor-
mation aspect, yes, it could be an inva-
sion of privacy.

How can the government be a leading
edge user?

By doing what they do now, but doing
it differently. What that means is giving
people access to information through
an interactive and perhaps visual net-
work, rather than just on the phone or
across the counter. Some journalists
have pointed out how little of govern-
ment information is publicly available
in some forms, say through the Austral-
ian Bureau of Statistics. People working
in the information industries would like
much greater access to that type of
information.

How does Australia fit into the inter-
national perspective?

I think we’ve got a much more multi-
layered and multi-disciplinary approach,
looking at people’s lives as well as the
technologies and industries, trying to
look at what new relationships are
possible. We are mindful of the tech-
nology but we talk less and less about
technology and more and more about
industry possibilities, relationships as
citizens, access and interaction. The
Japanese approach is to lay down an
optic fibre backbone and then people
get on with doing what they do. The
Singaporean approach has been to
define it in terms of an information
society.
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We are looking particularly at the
cultural issues which raise the question
of what kinds of contents we will con-
vey on broadband. We want to build a
broadband infrastructure on the basis
of who we are socially and culturally.
We are not saying, ‘look at all this
equipment: how can we flog it to eve-
rybody?’. We're certainly not saying to
the rest of the world: ‘we want to build
roads out to you so we can dump our
movies on you'. We have an under-
standing that this is a transformation of
cultural and human relationships and I
think that we’re one of the first coun-
tries to talk in these terms.

What we’ve done is raise questions in
those terms. We might find the reason
that other countries haven't even raised
the questions is because they're very
hard to answer. We have six months to
come up with some answers. For exam-
ple, if we want universal access to the
broadband network but we don’t want
government directly funding it, we have
to sort out what some of the funding
mechanisms might be for everyone to
have access. We have made a statement
about cultural values but it must be
related to the technological and eco-
nomic ways of carrying it out. But even
defining the problem is going further
than we’ve seen in most of the other
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approaches. The American one seems
to be that they want pipes coming out
of Hollywood, and other places where
they create information, into schools
and homes—it’s a kind of sophisticated
delivery system. I don’t think that all
people in America talk like this but
some of their representatives do.

Do you have any reservations?
We've got to answer our own ques-
tions and of course they’re not just ours.
We've had wide consultation and a
huge amount of input. Many people
have put a lot of effort into the submis-
sions they made, so we've had the
benefit of the very best minds in Aus-
tralia telling us what the problem is and
whatthe situation is. We're very pleased
that it's been a wide ranging process
and the report, Networking Australia’s
Future, seems to touch on many things
people with very different interests can
identify with. Of course we've now got
to come to grips with this and use a
process which moves across the tradi-
tional divides of economics and social
research, of policy and technology.
We've got some good people and, I
think, good communication going within
the group. In a sense, it’s our human
resources that might make it possible.
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