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Recently the Bureau of Transport 
and Communications Economics 
(BTCE) released two discussion 
papers from the Communications 
Futures project (see CU98, April).

My comments are directed at the 
first paper. The second is primarily 
technical and from my limited techni
cal background represents a good sum
mary of recent developments.

Several points need to be made by 
way of background to these studies. 
One is that any study of communica
tions futures faces severe problems. 
Our understanding of the processes of 
change is poor. We know little about 
how and why changes are taking place 
in the communications industry. Given 
that we know so little about the cur
rent situation, understanding future 
developments is inevitably going to be 
difficult. A second point is that there 
are a substantial number of papers yet 
to be published by the BTCE, and 
criticism of early papers may be unfair 
given that later ones may cover issues 
not considered earlier.

Third, the study of communications 
is inevitably an interdisciplinary task. 
No one discipline can come to grips 
with the diversity of issues raised in 
this field. Ideally, a communications 
futures project would pull together a 
multi-disciplinary team, representing 
a range of areas, from the technical 
areas of engineering and computing 
through to the social sciences. The 
BTCE is attempting to come to grips 
with communications futures largely 
from an economist’s viewpoint, al

though with some technical input as 
well. In my view such an approach is 
fundamentally flawed at the outset.

While there are many issues which 
could be raised about the study, I will 
concentrate here on the report’s fail
ure to come to grips with the dynamics 
of economic and social processes shap
ing the communications industry in 
Australia. We need to identify how 
these processes are affecting the com
munications industry in order to un
derstand the future of communications 
in Australia. The processes are inter
dependent, but I have briefly outlined 
several issues under the separate head
ings of social and economic processes.

Social Processes

The report briefly discusses demo
graphic characteristics in communica
tions markets. There is also foreshad
owed a later report on social policy 
implications of developments in a policy 
and regulation module. However, lit
tle attention is given to the communi
cations implications of the changing 
structure of Australian society. Many 
issues could be discussed here, for ex
ample the changing structure of Aus
tralian families. What is the Austral
ian family likely to look like in five or 
ten years and what are the implica
tions for communications?

Similarly, the aging of Australia’s 
population is likely to have important 
implications for our communications 
future. Telecommunications usage by 
the elderly is quite different from that 
of other groups, as are their television 
viewing habits. What are the implica
tions in terms of the future of broad
casting? To what extent do these de
mographic changes provide opportu
nities for new service providers to en
ter the market? These are the kinds of 
questions a report like this should be 
asking.

Economic Processes

It is not possible here to review eco
nomic processes comprehensively. 
However, a key issue incompletely con
sidered in the report is the impact of 
changes in the internationalisation of 
the Australian economy, as well as 
Australia’s growing regional linkages 
with East Asia on Australia’s commu
nications future.

It is clear that the Australian 
economy is being shaped by the emerg
ing internationalisation of production. 
Similarly, Australia’s communications 
futures are being shaped by the gradual 
progress of Australia’s incorporation 
into the global economy. The govern
ment’s decision to reduce tariffs, the 
signing of the GATT agreement, and 
the push to deregulate the economy 
are factors that are accelerating these 
changes. What are the implications of 
these changes for the communications 
industry, both in the telecommunica
tions and broadcasting sectors?

A central platform of government 
policy is to expand the strength and 
depth of Australia’s links with East 
Asia. What are the implications for 
Australia’s telecommunications and 
broadcasting industries of this engage
ment in Asia? The Department of 
Industry, Technology and Regional 
Development (DITARD) has recently 
put forward a discussion paper outlin
ing some ways in which Australian 
media industries could become en
gaged in East Asia. (DITARD Audio
visual Taskforce 1994 Media Develop
ments in Asia and Implications for 
Australia: A Discussion Paper, Can
berra, March). New communications 
satellites being launched to cover the 
Asia-Pacific region will have a signifi
cant impact on Australia’s telecom
munications and broadcasting indus
try in the near future. □
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