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My family and I run a mixed farming operation 70kms north of
Griffith in South Western NSW. I am also Captain of our local RFS
brigade.
I can offer no opinion on the 3 options for the Federal Governments
proposed $80million mobile expansion project except to say that
I’m sure it won’t be enough to solve the problems we have with
mobile and wireless broadband coverage.
Throughout the discussion paper there are numerous mentions of
“competitive tensions” and “value for money” for the
Commonwealth. These notions seem illogical to consider if we are
talking about expanding coverage to include more of the huge 1-2%
of the nation that is not included in the original “99%”, or those
areas “covered” but very inadequately.
In my opinion the vast area of our rural and agricultural economy
combined with low population and high transport costs, make the
application of any market based policy approach inappropriate from
the outset, regardless of whether we are talking about
telecommunications, fuel pricing, postal services, medical services,
grain handling etc. It’s also my opinion that the original
deregulation and subsequent privatization of Telstra was the wrong
model for a large country with a small population. Regional areas
were always going to be left behind, no matter what the value of
production from those areas.
I believe that any expansion of the mobile network should be done
through a cooperative approach with MNOs sharing the
infrastructure provided to avoid duplication and reduce costs. I
would support any proposal to combine the resources of the NBN
Co. and MNOs to expand mobile coverage and improve wireless
broadband performance.
We have been using wireless broadband from its outset in this area
after failed attempts with satellite broadband and unusable dial-up
services. Initially the wireless broadband was excellent but in the
last couple of years the capacity and speed have dropped to the
point where it is unusable on weekends and at certain times during
the day. It seems as if the uptake has outstripped the networks
capacity.
I would also like to say that all of us are becoming more and more
dependent on this technology. Mobile phone and Internet have
become indispensable for all aspects of running a farm business.

My wife worked from home for a London based travel company for
several years, and whilst that company is no longer operating, I
have to say that the wireless broadband performance recently has
been so slow it would have been impossible for my wife to have
continued anyway.
From the perspective of my role as a brigade captain with the RFS,
we have a large area of the Cocoparra National Park as well as a
large area of State forest in our brigade, in addition to many
thousands of hectares of farmland, some of which are corporately
farmed with no-one living on that land. Also there is a 20km stretch
of the Mid Western Highway that we are expected to monitor for
motor vehicle accidents, which are not uncommon because of the
terrain involved. In all this area the mobile service is patchy at best
and in places non-existent. We can operate but the centralization of
RFS control is making our brigade function increasingly dependent
on electronic delivery of everything from mapping to fire control
coordination. Any improvement on mobile network coverage could
only enhance our ability to stop small fires becoming major ones.
I appreciate the opportunity to make this submission to the
discussion. I believe that mobile phone coverage and broadband (in
whatever form) offer real opportunity for all of Regional Australia in
ways we haven’t even discovered yet. Unfortunately if we don’t
make these improvements these opportunities will be lost and
resources already invested in existing infrastructure will be lost as
well.
Mark Dwyer

