Unlocking the Digital Potential of the Bush

COMMUNIQUE

The Broadband for the Bush Alliance is a not-for-profit organisation speaking for the digital
needs of remote regions and seeks to advance the digital capacity and capability for those
who work and live in remote Australia.	
  

	
  

Inadequate access to broadband infrastructure in remote and regional Australia is
inhibiting the social and economic opportunities for residents and widening the digital
divide between urban and regional Australia in terms of access to healthcare,
education, government services and commercial opportunities.
Governments, telecommunications providers, commercial digital service providers
and community groups must work closely together in a more coordinated manner to
develop and deliver solutions that will lead to the economic and social empowerment
of people in these communities.

This was the key finding of the fourth annual Forum of the Broadband for the Bush Alliance, held in
Darwin in July 2015. The Forum brought together decision makers and representatives from across
regional and remote Australia, including community groups, public and private sector organisations,
technical experts and various parties with an interest in remote communications and services, along with
residents.
As a result of these discussions the Alliance urges additional consideration of alternate solutions for
those Australians living in areas designated to receive a satellite solution under current National
Broadband Network policy.
Attendees heard that while the nbn’s Long Term Satellite Solution will ultimately provide an upgraded
service for many of these residents, questions remain regarding its ability to meet long term community
access needs, especially as reliance on broadband services for day-to-day communication and social
participation increases.
Delegates discussed numerous strategies and case studies relating to remote service delivery, including
use of alternative service delivery technologies, and models that ensure greater equity of access.
Furthermore, the Forum heard that providing broadband communications infrastructure is only one piece
of the puzzle of the digital empowerment of people in regional and remote Australia. Attention must also
be paid to the development and delivery of appropriate services over those networks, such as education,
healthcare and government services, along with effective training programs to ensure their uptake.
Market failure in remote areas means that government funding will be required to deliver sustainable
communications services. However, this investment will underpin the development of regional and
remote Australia, particularly Northern Australia and Western Australia where the impacts of poor
communications infrastructure are most keenly felt.
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Recommendations
In light of the Forum, the Broadband for the Bush Alliance makes seven recommendations regarding
broadband policy for remote and regional Australia.

1.

The creation of a coordinated Remote Australian Digital Strategy that incorporates
discussion of acceptable service levels and the need for greater training and education.
Numerous parties are currently playing a role in identifying and solving problems relating to providing
access to broadband services, but these efforts are uncoordinated. There is duplication of effort,
and learnings gained in one area are not always shared to the benefit of others.
At the same time, the migration of numerous government and commercial services online, and the
increasing social and commercial opportunities made available to citizens through online services,
means the need to ensure adequate access to broadband services and training in how to use those
services effectively is becoming more vital.
The Broadband for the Bush Alliance proposes the formation of a joint government and
representative stakeholders to determine minimum acceptable service levels that will enable all
citizens to participate in Australia’s digital future. A Remote Australian Digital Strategy would
identify gaps in delivery of services and applications, affordability and digital literacy, and design
solutions to bridging these gaps.

2. Extension of mobile coverage in remote Australia through black-spot remediation
programs.
Mobile cellular communications are vital to businesses and the residents of regional and remote
Australia, both in townships and along transportation links. The Broadband for the Bush Alliance
applauds the work of Federal, State and Territory Governments in remediating mobile blackspots,
and encourages the allocation of additional funding for future remediation programs.
The Alliance also calls on Government to recognise that satellite solutions are not acceptable as a
backhaul medium for cellular communications, and funding should be allocated to additional fibre
backhaul deployment to future sites for blackspot remediation programs. Such links should also be
considered for providing backhaul for terrestrial broadband services.
Consideration should also be given to extending the provisions of Universal Service Obligation to
cover mobile services, as in many instances these are of greater value to residents than fixed
connections.

3. Investigation of low-cost last-mile delivery options.
While cellular mobile services are considered essential, their relatively high cost, particularly for
broadband data services, means that alternative methods should be examined for the provision of
non-mobile ‘last mile’ connectivity from the exchange to the end user. Alternate commercial
models should be examined including shared community Wi-Fi.
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4. Investigation of excising essential services such as education, healthcare and
government services from carrier data limits.
Content exempt investigations should also examine the potential for providing free data download
for specified healthcare, education and government sites. Zero-rating of data for these services will
assist remote Australians. Content exemption models are already in operation with commercial
carriers, covering both education and Internet TV services.

5. Targeted training programs to build confidence and awareness of digital services in
healthcare, education, government services, and general commercial services.
While the provision of adequate broadband to regional and remote Australia is essential, the true
social and economic benefit of that infrastructure will only be realised if its deployment is
accompanied with appropriate education and training services. Many people in regional and remote
Australia have effectively missed out on 20 years of learning that has taken place in areas where
online services are readily available, including access to commercial services for participating in
online markets for goods and services and labour.
Education programs need to take into account the various social and language related barriers to
online service adoption.
The goal of these education programs should be to establish guidelines for digital literacy designed
to raise all Australian to a baseline standard considered necessary for participation in a digitallyenabled society. This should also include education and training regarding cyber-safety.

6. Acceleration of the uptake of telehealth and tele-care as mainstream practice.
Telehealth and tele-care initiatives are seen as providing an immediate social and economic benefit
to people in regional and remote Australia, through improving quality of life and decreasing costs for
service providers. The Alliance calls on Governments and healthcare service providers to accelerate
the development and deployment of broadband-based healthcare initiatives as a priority.
Furthermore, the Alliance calls for Medicare to allow billing for General Practitioners providing
telehealth services to residents living in regional and remote Australia.

7. Expansion of nbn FttN and wireless connected remote towns.
The Alliance also calls on the nbn to investigate affordable options for connecting small communities
to nearby fibre backhaul services. There are numerous small communities that are in close proximity
to an nbn fibre backhaul service, but due to their small size are not slated to receive either fixed-line
or fixed wireless services. Connection to adjacent fibre would both improve connectivity for those
residents while reducing the overall load on satellite services.
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Indigenous Focus Day
An Indigenous Focus Day was held immediately prior to the Forum to investigate issues specific to
broadband services and adoption with Australia’s Indigenous communities.
From this Focus Day five key messages were determined:
•

A dedicated community-driven strategy is needed to be developed to ensure digital inclusion of
the most excluded group in Australia. One-size-fits-all models don’t work;

•

There are many opportunities of inclusion- jobs, enterprise, language and cultural development;

•

Economic profiling is needed to provide evidence of the demand and benefits of inclusion;

•

Community and cultural ownership are critical to local engagement;

•

LTSS provides an opportunity, but needs to have last-mile distribution, skills development,
relevant content and applications for greater inclusion.

About the Broadband for the Bush Forum IV
The fourth Broadband for the Bush Forum: Unlocking the (Digital) Potential of the Bush took place on
15th and 16th July 2015, at the Charles Darwin University Waterfront campus in Darwin.
The Forum offered a unique opportunity to give voice to residents of remote and regional Australia,
examining the problems they face stemming from poor access to broadband and other communications
infrastructure along with discussion of potential solutions. The Forum provided the Chair of the Regional
Telecommunications Review Panel specific examples of difficulties encountered by those seeking better
connectivity and services.
Presenters delivered a diverse range of firsthand accounts of opportunities and activities that digital
connectivity enables. Across the two-days, the Forum focused on four themes that drove a positive and
strength- based approach: local connected communities, strong and sustainable economy,
breakthrough innovations and technology, and engaged government.
The Forum program emphasised the role of broadband communications as a critical enabler for
communication, collaboration, innovation and economic empowerment for regional and remote Australia.
The Forum was attended by more than 150 delegates, and featured presentations from government,
academia, Indigenous groups, research organisations, telecommunications companies, technology
innovators, not-for-profit organisations and the broader commercial sector.
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Contact
Ray Heffernan
Chair, Broadband for the Bush Alliance
Executive Manager, Innovation & Strategy Remote Planning and Development Board
Mobile: 0419 717 485
Email: chair@broadbandforthebush.com.au
Apolline Kohen
Senior Policy Adviser, Ninti One Limited
Mobile: 0400 688 386
Email: apolline.kohen@nintione.com.au
Daniel Featherstone
General Manager, Indigenous Remote Communications Association
Mobile: 0437 798 076
Email: manager@irca.net.au
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Appendix 1: Broadband for the Bush Forum 2015 Sponsors
A special mention to Leigh Harris, ingeous studios and to Sebastian Siseles, Freelancer.
We would also like to acknowledge the generous contribution made by the Forum Committee members,
Grant Young and Apolline Kohen in particular. Thank you to the Forum Ambassadors, Rosemary
Sinclair, John Huigen and to the brilliant Brad Howarth who also moderated the event.

Principal

Gold

Silver

Bronze
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Appendix 2: Broadband for the Bush Forum 2015 – Materials
All Broadband for the Bush Forum IV materials can be downloaded here:
http://broadbandforthebush.com.au/indigenous-focus-day-2015/
Including
•

full program

•

presentations

•

media releases

•

news stories.

Broadband for the Bush Forum IV photos can be viewed here:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/irca
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Appendix 3: Broadband for the Bush Indigenous Focus Day 2015 	
  
Broadband for the Bush Indigenous Focus Day 2015 COMMUNIQUE and Full Program can be
downloaded here: http://broadbandforthebush.com.au/indigenous-focus-day-2015/
Broadband for the Bush Indigenous Focus Day 2015 photos can be viewed here:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/irca

Themes

Affordability

Accessibility

•Cost sharing models
•Pre-paid vs post-paid
•Mobile plans
•Market failure

•Infrastructure
•Access facilities
•Last mile distribution
•Demand for Mobile
•Rapid uptake

Awareness

Appropriateness

•Training & skills
development
•Relevant content &
applications
•Cyber-safety

•User-friendly interfaces
•Cultural IP & ownership
•Language / culture
maintenance

Key Outcomes
•
•
•
•
•

A dedicated community-driven strategy is needed to be developed to ensure digital inclusion of
the most excluded group in Australia. One-size-fits-all models don’t work;
There are many opportunities of inclusion- jobs, enterprise, language and cultural development;
Economic profiling is needed to provide evidence of the demand and benefits of inclusion;
Community and cultural ownership are critical to local engagement;
LTSS provides an opportunity, but needs to have last-mile distribution, skills development,
relevant content and applications for greater inclusion.

Press Release
Indigenous Focus Day explored obstacles to digital inclusion
ACCAN News | Created on Monday, 20 July 2015 11:25
Find the article here:
http://www.accan.org.au/news-items/media-releases/1079-indigenous-focus-day
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Appendix 4: Website Links
Australian Communications Consumer Action Network: https://www.accan.org.au/
Broadband for the Bush Alliance: http://broadbandforthebush.com.au/
Indigenous Remote Communications Association: http://irca.net.au/
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