
Networking Australia's future
The Prime Minister launched the final report of the Broadband Services 
Expert Group on 1 March. ABA Update talked to former ABA Chairman 
Brian Johns, who chaired the group, about its recommendations and the 
major issues canvassed by the report. Mr Johns took up his new position as 
Managing Director of the ABC in March.

How much will it cost to provide broadband 
networks to Australia? Who will provide the 
money?
In our final report we have used estimates 
prepared for us by the Bureau of Transport and 
Communications Economics (BTCE). The 
BTCE estimated that the cost of providing 
broadband networks to all Australians would 
be in the order of $25 to $40 billion - much of 
which (about 60 per cent) would be for rural 
and remote areas. There is no unanimity about 
the cost (the BTCE estimate has been criticised 
by some as being too high, and by others as 
being too low), but this estimate is the best 
researched we have seen. The important point 
is that the cost of providing broadband to 
everyone will be very large although uncertain. 
This is why in the final report we have stressed 
the importance of making the most of

(P hoto: N ew s L im ited)

narrowband networks, which can provide 
many of the benefits that people think of when 
they talk about the so-called information 
superhighway. ISDN (which will provide the 
capacity for digital narrowband networks) is 
already being rolled out throughout Australia 
over the next four or five years.

Won't broadband networks increase the risk 
of a division between the information haves 
and have nots?
Because broadband have the potential to 
transform our society, this is something we 
have to be very careful about. We can foresee 
circumstances in which people are denied 
access to sources of information and 
communication because they can’t get access 
to broadband services - whether for economic, 
geographic reasons or perhaps through 
disability. What makes the task so difficult is 
the very high estimated cost of providing 
broadband services to everyone (perhaps $40 
billion).

Our approach to this dilemma in the report is 
to recommend providing access to community 
centres like schools and libraries. This will be 
important in educating our children in using 
the new services and building information 
skills in our community, but will also be vital in 
providing access for the community. It is a 
keystone in our approach of ‘universal reach’ - 
that is although not everyone may have 
services in their homes, connections to 
community centres should put everyone in 
reach of them.

Why broadband networks? Won't 
narrowband networks provide most of the 
services people are talking about?

To some extent this is true, and a recognition 
of this fact represents a key feature of our final 
report, the evolutionary approach to network 
development. Many of the new 
communications services, even interactive 
ones, can be provided on narrowband 
networks. We need to make the most of the 
opportunities offered by narrowband networks 
now.

But in the longer run services requiring full
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two way interactivity and/or high quality video 
can only be provided on high capacity 
( ‘broadband’) networks. And the existence of 
broadband networks will enable even some 
narrowband services to be provided more 
efficiently and in a more user friendly way (e.g. 
by using graphical interfaces). We don’t want 
to be too prescriptive about this - the important 
thing is what services will be delivered, not the 
capacity of the pipe that delivers them.

What is the Group's attitude to the question 
of whether network operators should be 
required to provide open access to their 
networks to other service providers?
We have been very clear about this in the final 
report (as we were in our interim report). 
Nothing has led us to change the view 
expressed in our interim report that open 
access for service providers is vital to the 
broadband networks. We do recognise, 
however (as does the Government), the need 
for some transitional arrangements for pay 
television. We very much support the 
Government’s decision of November last year 
on this.

I might add that open access is vital in the 
ownership and control debate. If we are 
concerned about concentration of media 
ownership, the most effective remedy in a 
broadband environment is an open access 
regime. In a sense who can gain access to 
networks is more important than who owns 
them. Open access would provide a great 
boost to the expression of diverse views.

Is there any evidence that anyone actually 
wants broadband services, and will be 
prepared to pay for them?
This is a difficult question - many trials are 
going on around the world about precisely this 
question. The major difficulty is that you can’t 
do conventional market research, because 
people really have no conception about what 
the new communications services are. The 
Expert Group let some consultancies designed 
to gain a better appreciation of which services 
are likely to be demanded.

A key finding of the demand study was that 
within the next 10 years a number of services 
will enjoy reasonably high levels of take-up 
over broadband networks, including pay 
television, interactive television, video-on- 
demand, home shopping, electronic gambling, 
video conferencing (for training, education, 
medical consultation, business meetings, and 
so on), high-speed file transfer (for electronic 
commerce, CAD conferencing), remote

monitoring and security, and government 
service delivery. A range of other services will 
be available but will not find wide acceptance 
within this time because existing services will 
continue to be used, because they will require 
significant skill changes or changes to 
organisational structures or work practices that 
will not occur quickly, or because network 
infrastructure capabilities and the cost of 
customer equipment will continue to constrain 
their adoption. Fully interactive telecommuting, 
video mail and home medical services fall into 
this category.

The uncertainty of demand is one of the 
reasons we have recommended an 
evolutionary approach, building on the 
infrastructure we already have in place. But its 
important not to get too hung up about this 
question - no one really understood the 
potential demand for a new service like the 
telephone when it was invented either.

Given the likelihood that, if left to the 
market, some areas of Australia are unlikely 
to have broadband cable in the foreseeable 
future, shouldn't the Government prevent 
duplication of cable infrastructure by 
Telecom and Optus who may compete to 
cable the same areas? Wouldn't a licensing 
system be better able to ensure that all areas 
have access to cable?
The Government expressed its views on this 
issue quite strongly in Minister Lee’s statement 
on access and regional monopolies in 
November last year. The Expert Group 
supports the Government on that issue. One of 
the things that tends to get forgotten in this 
debate is that competition also brings with it 
advantages which need to be offset against any 
disadvantages from duplication of 
infrastructure.

Given the desirability of broadband and 
especially interactive services, shouldn't 
Australia be pursuing optical fibre networks 
rather than coaxial cable or ADSL?
The Group firmly believes that the services are 
more important than the types of technologies 
used to deliver them. The technological 
landscape is changing so rapidly that the long 
term answers on technology are very difficult 
to predict. We believe though that each of the 
competing technologies has a role to play 
depending on geography and costs.

Why do we want 500 channels of TV?
Nobody wants 500 channels of television. What 
people are talking about is only a theoretical or
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n otio n al n u m b e r o f  ch an n els . M uch  o f  the  

c a p a city  m ig h t b e  u se d  to  d eliver a  v id e o  o n  

d e m a n d  s e rv ice , fo r e x a m p le , w ith  o n ly  a  

relatively  fe w  n u m b e r o f  actu al p ro g ram s. M ore  

im p o rtan tly  w ith  a  truly in teractiv e  n etw o rk , 

ca p a c ity  c o u ld  b e  ta ilo red  to  individuals, so  

that in ste a d  o f  5 0 0  ch an n els  w e  w o u ld  

effectively  e a c h  h av e  o u r o w n  ch an n el w ith  th e  

sorts o f  th in g s w e  a re  in terested  in. A nd  

c a p a city  c o u ld  b e  u se d  fo r p u rp o se s  o th e r than  

e n terta in m en t - like a c c e s s  to  in form ation  o r  

e d u ca tio n  serv ices.

Why should the Government be involved?
W e  b e lie v e  th at p rivate  s e c to r  in vestm en t an d  

co m p e titio n  sh o u ld  b e  e n co u ra g e d . B u t th e  

G o v e rn m e n t d o e s  h a v e  a  ro le , in p rov id in g  an  

a p p ro p ria te  reg u la to ry  en v iro n m en t, in m ak in g  

su re  th a t A ustralian s h a v e  a c c e s s , in a  

lead ersh ip  ro le  p articu larly  as a  u se r  o f  

b ro a d b a n d  se rv ice s  fo r its o w n  activities, an d  in 

e n co u ra g in g  A ustralian  co n te n t. T h e  E x p e rt  

G ro u p  w a s  p articu larly  p le a se d  to  s e e  th at th e  

P rim e M inister h as d e cid e d  th at h e  w ill ch a ir a  

b ro a d b a n d  se rv ice s  co u n cil. W e  s e e  th at as a  

c le a r  sign  th at the G o v e rn m e n t is co m m itte d  to  

p rov id in g  lead ersh ip  in this area .

What are the real benefits of a broadband 
network? In education? Health?
W e  are  talk in g a b o u t se rv ice s  w h ich  co u ld  

rev olu tion ise  th e w a y  w e  w o rk  a n d  le a m . 
B ro a d b a n d  serv ices  co u ld  m e a n  th at ch ild ren  

h a v e  a c c e s s  to  th e b e st te a ch e rs  n o  m atter  

w h e re  th ey  a re . H ealth  c a re  co u ld  b e  im p ro ved  

as  p e o p le  living a w a y  fro m  larg e  h osp itals  

co u ld  h a v e  a c c e s s  to  sp ecia list a d v ice  th rou gh  

sen d in g  X  ray s o r  CA T sca n s  d o w n  th e cab le , 

fo r e x a m p le . B u sin e sse s  will n e e d  to  a d o p t th e  

la test te c h n o lo g y  if th e y  a re  to  k e e p  u p  w ith  

w o rld  b e st p ra ctice . A  lot o f  activ ity  is a lread y  

u n d e rw a y  in A u stralia to  d e v e lo p  th ese  

se rv ice s , an d  w e  h a v e  talk ed  a b o u t m an y  o f  

th em  in th e  ‘sn a p sh o ts ’ in th e  rep o rt.

Can Australia afford to connect all our 
schools and libraries to broadband networks?
A  critical e le m e n t o f  th e  re p o rt is th e  

re co m m e n d a tio n  fo r co n n e ctio n s  to  sch o o ls  

a n d  libraries. T h e re  is n o  d o u b t th at this w o u ld  

in volv e  exp e n d itu re . W e  estim ate  in  th e  re p o rt  

th at it co u ld  c o s t  $ 6 0  to  $ 9 0  m illion  to  c o n n e c t  

s ch o o ls  to  n a rro w b a n d  ISDN n etw o rk s ; library  

c o n n e ctio n s  m ight c o s t  a n o th e r $ 3 0  m illion. 

T h is co u ld  b e  sp re a d  o v e r sev era l y e a rs  - 

m o re o v e r  w e  a re  n o t p ro p o sin g  m assiv e  

exp e n d itu re s  o n  c o n n e ctio n s  to  b ro a d b a n d  

n etw o rk s  w h e re  b ro a d b a n d  in frastru ctu re is
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n o t read ily  acce ssib le . B ro a d b a n d  co n n e ctio n s  

c a n  b e  p ro v id e d  o v e r tim e as th e  infrastru ctu re  

b e co m e s  availab le .
W e  also  h a v e  to  ask  th e  q u estio n  w h e th e r  

A ustralia c a n  afford  n o t to  m a k e  th ese  

co n n e ctio n s . A s th e  P rim e M inister says, h o w  

w ell w e  p lay  th e  in form ation  g a m e  will 

d eterm in e  h o w  w ell w e  p ro s p e r as a  n ation . 

O u r co m p e tito rs  w o n ’t w ait fo r u s - w e  h av e to  

b e  re a d y  fo r th e  co m m u n ica tio n s  ag e .

Won't broadband networks be a threat to 
privacy?
T h is is a  q u estio n  w h ich  m an y  p e o p le  aro u n d  

th e  w o rld  are  lo o k in g  at. W e  b eliev e  th at the  

n etw o rk s sh o u ld  b e  d esig n ed  to  e n h a n ce  o u r  

co n tro l o v e r in form ation  a b o u t o u rse lv e s  - in  

m a n y  w ay s  o f  c o u rs e  th e  p ro b le m s w ill b e  th e  

sa m e  as th o se  w e  a lread y  face .

A fter d iscu ssio n s w ith  the O ffice  o f  th e  

P riv acy  C o m m ission er, w e  h a v e  re c o m m e n d e d  

a  reg u la to ry  s ch e m e  to  p ro te c t th e  p riv acy  o f  

n e tw o rk  u sers  w ithin  th e  fram ew o rk  o f  th e  

P riv acy  A ct. W e  b eliev e  that b u sin esses  w h ich  

u se  th e  n e w  n etw o rk s to  co lle c t  p e rso n a l  

in form ation  w ill n e e d  to  d e v e lo p  c o d e s  o f  

p ra c tic e  w h ich  ad d ress  th ese  issu es. T h e  

P riv a cy  C o m m ission er sh o u ld  h a v e  a  ro le  in 

this p ro c e s s  th rou gh  th e P riv acy  A ct.

How can the Government be a leading edge 
user?
G o v ern m en ts are  m ajor u ses o f  in form ation  

a n d  in form ation  tech n o lo g y . T h e re  a re  m ay  

a re a s , like in health  an d  e d u ca tio n  w h e re  

se rv ice s  ca n  b e  d elivered  m o re  efficiently  o r  

effectively  u sin g b ro a d b a n d  serv ices. 

G o v ern m en t is a lso  a  m ajo r h o ld e r an d  

d istrib u tor o f  in form ation  e g  statistical 

in form ation , an d  this in form ation  ca n  b e  

d istributed  u sin g n etw o rk s. B u t th e re  a re  a lso  

m a n y  o th e r w ay s that g o v e rn m e n ts  ca n  

im p ro v e  th eir o w n  o p e ra tio n s  u sin g  m o d e rn  

co m m u n ica tio n s  in frastru ctu re - in th e  sa m e  

w a y  as b usiness.

Has the Expert Group placed less emphasis on 
content than it did in its interim report?
N ot a t all. W e  still re g a rd  the d e v e lo p m e n t o f  

lo ca l c o n te n t as b ein g  vital. A n y  p e rc e iv e d  

le sse r em p h asis  is a  resu lt o f  th e  s u c ce s s  o f  

G ro u p ’s interim  rep ort. M any o f  o u r  id eas o n  

d ev e lo p in g  m u ltim ed ia c o n te n t w e re  in fact  

p ick e d  up  b y  th e G o v ern m en t in its Cultural 

P o licy  S tatem en t, Creative Nation, last y e a r . □
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