
TeiJieoom m u n ications

Competition in the converging 
industries: will the Australian

model deliver?
John Burke, Director; CIRCIT, reports on the results o f his organisation ’s Policy Forum

held on 12-14 June 1996

he Centre for International Re­
search on Communications and 
In fo rm a tio n  T e c h n o lo g ie s  

(CIRCIT) recently drew  together lead­
ing players in the information and 
communications services (ICS) indus­
tries to examine key policy and strate­
gic issues. Thirty senior governm ent, 
industry and consum er representa­
tives participated, including CLC Di­
rector Jock Given and Robert Pepper, 
the Head of the US FCC Office of 
Plans and Policy. Senator John Tierney 
represented the Minister for Commu­
nications.

The participants quickly focussed 
on the delivery of services to users 
and reached a strong level of agree­
m ent on the utilisation of m arket 
mechanisms, including self regula­
tion, to achieve national objectives 
for ICS. However, certain factors, such 
as the immature nature of com peti­
tion in the core telecom m unications 
industry, changing m arket structures 
and user needs, and the rate of change 
and unpredictability in technology 
and service developm ents led to con­
sideration of non-m arket mechanisms 
to supplem ent m arket-driven ou t­
comes.

The Forum identified a range of 
key issues to be considered by policy 
m akers, in dustry  an d  co n su m er 
groups. Whilst recognising the diver­
sity of views presented, the following 
proposals represent the primary out­
comes of the Forum.

New industry 
framework

There is a need for a new  and distinc­
tive ICS policy and industry frame­
work.

This framework w ould cater for 
the em ergence of the converging 
market place of traditional telecom ­
munications and content based serv­
ices such as the Internet and video on 
dem and. This market place can be 
regarded as an interlinked and con­
tinuous value chain consisting of con­
tent providers, information service 
providers, distribution networks of 
carriers and resellers, user interfaces 
and users. The telecom m unications 
sector is largely in the distribution 
com ponent of this chain. What is im­
portant for the sector to realise is that 
it is only one elem ent - albeit a key 
one - in the chain.

The concept of 'global any to any 
connectivity7' becom es crucial in the 
converged marketplace. In traditional 
telecom m unications the concept of 
'any to any connectivity’ m eans that 
carriers have been obliged to connect 
calls from any person to any other 
person connected to the world tel­
ecom m unications netw ork. In the 
new  era, this concept needs to be 
extended to include the obligation of 
carriers to connect end users to any 
legitimate information source con­
nected to the same world-wide net­
work, be they people, computers, 
Internet servers, electronic publish­

ers or video servers. An underlying 
issue is that of end-user access, which 
can be defined as ‘control of tw o way 
access to user or information source’.

Carrier definitions

This view leads to the re-examination 
of the term  ‘carrier’. Moving from a 
definition based primarily on ow ner­
ship of public netw ork facilities, it 
may be better to define carriers as 
those organisations that:
• provide end-user access, and seek 

to provide global any-to-any con­
nectivity;

• have obligations, such as access/ 
interconnect duties, industry de­
velopm ent and quality of service 
requirements; the financial sup­
port of regulatory bodies and USO 
obligations; and

• have privileges, such as land ac­
cess rights for their networks, and 
interconnection rights to other car­
riers.

Bottlenecks

Bottlenecks across the value chain 
from content providers to users must 
be rem oved to ensure the develop­
m ent of a competitive connectivity 
environm ent.

Key amongst these are bottlenecks 
in information service provider ac­
cess to distribution channels, within 
distribution (interconnect), and at the 
user interface. At the same time, in-
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centives to invest in infrastructure and 
service developm ent must be m ain­
tained.

Australia can become an 
exemplar in developing a 

social policy model for the 
management of such ICS 
issues as self expression, 
censorship and classifica­

tion, privacy, security, 
intellectual property and 

universal service

This value chain will change over 
time and bottlenecks will occur at 
different points. Hence, arbitrary sepa­
ration of markets and  restricted par­
ticipation in these are 
n o t fa v o u re d . T he 
preferable approach is 
to assess any reviews 
with regard to the prin­
ciples of any to any 
connectivity and ‘suf­
ficient returns to p ro­
v id e rs ’ (a s s o c ia te d  
with unbundling and 
in te ro p e ra b ility  re ­
quirements). The cur­
rent bo ttlen eck  b e ­
tw een  in fo rm a tio n  
service providers and 
carriers m ay be re ­
solved by way of car­
rier licence conditions 
an d  a s tru c tu re d  
framework for the negotiation of pric­
ing of access and other issues.

Industry and governm ent must ad­
dress dem and-side approaches to 
development.

L.J Development initiatives

A num ber of initiatives are re­
quired, including:
• focussing on ICS as an enabler in 

key information intensive indus­
tries (such as financial, retail, gov­
ernm ent, health and  education 
services) and their global m arket

opportunities;
• encouraging Australia to create an 

adaptive environm ent for the rapid 
innovation and uptake of ICS. A 
joint governm ent - industry ‘Appli­
cations D evelopm ent Founda­
tion’ w ould provide a m echanism  
for innovation and uptake of ICS 
across government, industry and 
the broader society. The Foun­
dation could drive a range of de­
m and-side market stimulation ap­
proaches to achieving broad so­
cial objectives such as w idespread 
access to a range of readily avail­
able services, including Internet 
access;

• developing a best educated and 
informed citizenry to harness the

opportunities enabled by ICS.
• encouraging governm ent at both 

federal and State levels to becom e 
leading edge innovators and us­
ers of ICS through the leadership 
of their Information Technology 
Units; and

• revising the definition of the ‘stand­
ard telecom m unications service’ 
to encom pass both a universal 
service concept and potential de­
livery means, including carrier 
obligations and tendering. This re­
vision should consider transpar­
ent delivery of ‘multiple service 
levels’, including the provision of

certain advanced services to com­
munity access points. At the same 
time, a body such as an Applica­
tions D evelopm ent Foundation 
should support m arket-side ap­
proaches to extending use of ICS.

□  Spreading the word

CIRCIT and Forum participants are 
prom oting further exam ination of the 
Forum outcom es, through vehicles 
such as the new  Information Policy 
Advisory Council and the Standard 
Telephone Service Review Group. 
Within its research program  CIRCIT 
will give particular attention to clarifi­
cation and developm ent of the con­

cepts of global any to 
any connectivity, infor­
mation intensive indus­
tries and activities, the 
proposal for an Applica- 
tio n s  D e v e lo p m e n t 
F o u n d a tio n  a n d  a p ­
p ro ach es  to  m ultip le  
service levels.

By adopting these 
m easures and by play­
ing an active role in the 
international ICS forums, 
Australia can becom e an 
exem plar in developing 
a social policy m odel for 
the m anagem ent of such 
ICS issues as self expres­
sion , cen so rsh ip  and  

classification, privacy, security, intel­
lectual property and universal serv­
ice.

The Forum was jointly facilitated 
by Charlie Firestone, Director of the 
Aspen Institute’s Communications and 
Society Program and CIRCIT Director 
John Burke. A summary report of the 
Forum is now  available from CIRCIT, 
or can be dow nloaded through the 
CIRCIT H om e P age  ( h t tp : / /  
teloz.latrobe.edu.au/circit/ ). A more 
detailed Forum Report and the Back­
ground Readings will be available 
from CIRCIT shortly.Q
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