
rural & regional.au/for all?

T
he Information Policy Advisory 
Council (IPAC) w as established 
by the federal governm ent in 
August 1996 as a high-level advisory 

body on on-line information and com­
munications services and technolo­
gies. Its role is to investigate and 
provide advice to the governm ent on 
the full range of social, technological 
and regulatory issues em erging from 
the rapid development of on-line serv­
ices, particularly the Internet, and 
their increasing use by governments, 
businesses and other sectors of the 
community. IPAC will also identify 
priorities and provide options for 
action on such issues by governments, 
industry and other stakeholders in 
the on-line economy.

Report

IPAC recently released its first report, 
rural & regional.au/for all. This re­
port considers the developm ent of 
on-line infrastructure and services de­
velopment in regional and rural Aus­
tralia and presents 23 recom m enda­
tions, addressing issues such as:

• defeating the tyranny of distance;
• developing a services-driven ap­

proach;
• releasing the technology potential;
• introducing a competitive frame­

work;
• accessing digital connectivity;
• empowering communities;
• putting governm ent on-line;
• charting the path forward; and
• ensuring leverage and  impact from 

the Regional Telecom m unications 
Infrastructure Fund.

In the Foreword to the report, IPAC 
comm ents that ‘For the shrinking 
num ber of Australians w ho live there , 
rural Australia is today a landscape of 
diminishing opportunity, high costs, 
p o o r  se rv ices , a n d  o f te n  rea l
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hardship.. .The members of IPAC have 
a vision of Australia w here everyone 
is ‘location independent’ in terms of 
access to affordable services, close­
ness to each other and to the worlds 
of learning, commerce, healthy liv­
ing and entertainm ent’.

The report is summarised, in its 
Overview, as one that ‘concerns job 
opportunities, new  business oppor­
tunities, regional developm ent and a 
fully integrated, ‘location independ­
en t’ Australia.’

While the report uses quite em o­
tive language in its descriptions of 
comm unications possibilities and the 
plight of rural Australia, its funda­
mental investigations and recom men­
dations reflect what is, largely, recog­
nised as a reality in non-metropolitan 
Australia. That is, regional markets 
do not have access to the com m uni­
cations technologies that m etropoli­
tan markets take for granted. Further, 
the im portance of such technologies 
in regional and rural Australia is grow­
ing, as on-line services gradually re­
place or supplem ent services such as 
banking and finance, education and 
health.

Strategies

In its Autumn 1997 issue of Reform, 
the National Farm ers’ Federation 
(NFF) com m ents that ‘For rural in­
dustries to prosper in a deregulated 
environm ent and com pete in inter­
national m arkets up-to-date informa­
tion is vital, as well as information 
and advice from a range of sources to 
allow the best business decisions. 
Access to a quality telecom m unica­
tions netw ork is a key com ponent of 
the infrastructure required to support 
such business activities and attract 
new industries and enterprises to ru­
ral centres.’

rural & regional.au/for all p ro­
poses a num ber of strategies for the
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federal governm ent to ensure that 
services such as the Internet are made 
available to rural Australia. The re­
port addresses what has been the 
primary delay in the delivery of such 
services - cost. It notes that, increas­
ingly, distance should no longer be a 
factor in determining cost and that 
the technology is available to cater to 
all of our needs. The report provides 
a com prehensive audit of on-line 
developm ents in regional and rural 
Australia, addressing delivery m echa­
nisms (infrastructure and technol­
ogy), on-line applications and serv­
ices, governm ent activities and re­
gional organisations, and research 
and development.

The major strategic directions 
highlighted in the report relate to 
making competition w ork in regional 
and rural Australia and stimulating 
dem and for services by regional us­
ers. Dr Terry Cutler, IPAC’s Chair, has 
comm ented that ‘[t]he unacceptable 
alternative is a continuation of a lim­
ited duopoly for urban Australia, and 
for rural users, an ongoing m onopoly 
with prohibitive prices, and a con­
tinuing failure to introduce new  on­
line technologies to overcom e the 
tyranny of distance.’

Government’s role

The report requires governm ent, in­
dustry and regional communities to 
adopt the recom m ended strategies 
and work together to achieve the 
location-independent and affordable 
services proposed for all Australians. 
Much reliance is placed on the gov­
ernm ent to progress IPAC’s recom ­
mendations, with many of the re­
port’s recom m endations specifically 
targeting the governm ent to put in 
place a strategic framework to realise 
the future pictured by IPAC.

For example, the governm ent is 
called upon to support and prom ote 
the developm ent and deploym ent of 
on-line services, to stimulate dem and 
in regional communities, to recog­
nise the potential of telecom m unica-
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tions com petition in regional Aus­
tralia, and to provide incentives to 
agencies to deliver services on-line.

IPAC also calls upon  the govern­
ment to take all possible steps to help 
ensure that all Australians have af­
fordable access by 2000 to a stand­
ard of digital connectivity roughly 
com parable to the current service 
functionality of ISDN (recom m enda­
tion 14). This reflects the major rec­
om m endation of the Standard Tel­
ephone Service (STS) Review Group: 
that a digital data capability should 
be reasonably accessible to all Aus­
tralians on an equitable basis by 2000. 
Like the STS Review Group, IPAC 
does not propose m andating a par­
ticular technology and is conscious 
of the rapid technological develop­
ments and decreases in connectivity 
costs that such developm ents can 
bring to the more remote parts of 
Australia, subject to the right regula­
tory and industry developm ent policy 
settings.

Participation

IPAC’s recom m endations in rural & 
regional.au/for all may be consid­
ered to be idealistic. However, it is 
important that serious consideration 
be given to them  by the governm ent 
so that non-m etropolitan Australians 
may also benefit from the exciting 
social, econom ic and educational 
activities of the future. The NFF notes 
that with the decline of many small 
communities, ‘a strong telecom m u­
nications netw ork will give people in 
these comm unities the ability to en­
joy a reasonable quality of life and 
pa rtic ipa te  in our techno log ica l 
society....Telecommunications is the 
means of accessing many other serv­
ices that are either being withdrawn 
in rural areas of are not of a compara­
ble quality to urban areas, hence there 
is a substantial financial and social 
cost in not having access to such a 
service.’□

Sue Ferguson
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