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Submission to 2021 Regional Telecommunications Review 
 
RDA NT is a not-for-profit organisation which aims to strengthen regional communities through 
collaboration between government and non-government organisations. 
 
We have a strong understanding of the economic and social challenges faced by the NT and an 
appreciation of the role that telecommunications can play in overcoming and mitigating some of 
these challenges. This appreciation stems from:  

• our past involvement with organisations such as Broadband for the Bush and ACCAN; 
• individual experiences relayed to us by many and varied stakeholders spread across the 

Territory; and  
• our own practical experience as a partner in a pilot project that has successfully delivered a 

more affordable and reliable solution for high-speed internet into very remote 
communities in Central Australia. 

 
With this in mind, we ask the Committee to consider the following: 
 
Mobile roaming as a means to address lack of choice and affordability 

Domestic mobile roaming should be permitted in parts of outer regional, remote and very remote 
areas to address the lack of choice (of service provider) and affordability issues. It makes no sense 
that international visitors to Australia may connect to any mobile carrier, but that Australian 
residents, who subsidise the mobile network through taxes and the MBSP, cannot.  Furthermore, 
if mobile roaming were allowed then a significant proportion of “black spots” would disappear. 
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To overcome this issue no future mobile infrastructure (towers) should be constructed under the 
MBSP (i.e. subsidised by the tax payer), unless they are specifically built to facilitate shared 
infrastructure; this would represent a more proper use of tax payer resources. 

Domestic mobile roaming could also overcome the issue of some residents of remote 
communities being sold mobile phones that will not work in their home community because the 
mobile carrier in their community is not the same provider of the mobile service (or retail outlet) 
used in town. 

Although dual SIM smartphones are becoming more common, they are not a solution for people 
on low incomes because most Australian telcos don't like selling dual SIM services and require 
customers to purchase the device outright, which is expensive.  For people with low digital literacy 
they can also be complicated to understand and operate.  As a solution, use of dual SIM 
smartphones in remote and very remote areas simply shifts the cost burden onto resident 
consumers who can least afford it, and who are already subject to higher costs of living. 
 
 
 
Connectivity options in remote and very remote communities 

There is a prevailing view that connectivity in remote and very remote Indigenous communities is 
best achieved through a model based on mobile broadband and/or free public wi-fi.  Some issues 
with this model include: 

• it limits people to an insecure way of accessing the internet, public wi-fi is not secure and 
the locations of the wi-fi are often such that people have to sit in public places to access it, 
this is not appropriate for undertaking activities which should be private such as telehealth, 
banking or accessing Government services such as Centrelink; and 

• mobile broadband is expensive and unreliable for livestreaming and videoconferencing as 
there is often a lack of available bandwidth to stream video and audio, people therefore 
pay a premium (i.e. the “poverty premium”) for data. 

Whilst some may argue that public wi-fi is the most cost-effective means for providing internet 
connectivity in remote communities, we suggest it is time to challenge this view and aim higher.  It 
is worth remembering that, in the early days of remote public housing, it was common to provide 
only shared (communal) ablution facilities for residents, nowadays no one would dream of public 
house with no bathroom or laundry. 

There is a strongly held belief that, because of the high degree of residential mobility in remote 
Indigenous communities, coupled with a preference for pre-paid devices, mobile connections are 
best. We argue that connectivity is an essential service. Houses in remote communities are 
connected to water and electricity, provision of a fixed connection to the internet should also be 
the norm. 

Fixed connection (home internet) can and does work in remote communities, as the 2016 
longitudinal study of Home Internet showed. The main barrier is a lack of willpower to develop a 
streamlined process to enable this to happen, as well as an appropriate billing model for fixed 
connections (pre-paid, portable accounts) that can work in this context. A model similar to that in 
place for power (i.e. power cards) could be explored in the first instance. 



We are firmly of the view that Indigenous economic and social development will continue to be 
constrained if access to the internet in these communities remains limited to the public wi-fi and 
mobile broadband model with their inherent limitations and costs. 

 
 
 

NBN Initiatives are constrained by the ROI mandate 

We note that NBN has looked to develop various initiatives to improve connectivity for regional 
and remote Australians.  These efforts are welcome. However, programs such as the Regional Co-
investment Fund (RCIF) are constrained by the requirement for the NBN to provide a ROI. This 
requirement perversely undermines the efficacy of these programs in some of the very areas that 
they were meant to serve (e.g. remote locations or impoverished communities). 

More specifically, this perversity is manifested in two ways: 
• the RCIF program requires co-investment by federal, state/territory or local government, 

the councils servicing remote and very remote NT have tremendous service challenges and 
very limited capacity to make these kinds of co-contributions; and 

• assessment criteria are weighted heavily towards commercial considerations (i.e. 
applications must meet NBN’s Commercial Investment benchmark) which is detrimental to 
applicants lacking a population base (neither social nor industry benefits can be measured 
on a per-capita basis). 

The RCIF program, while well-intentioned, will be most effective for outer regional areas. We need 
to adjust the funding model to addressing the gaps and challenges in telecommunications services 
in remote and very remote areas. 
 
In addition to our remarks above, we have also attached a copy of our 2018 RTIRC Submission, as 
many of the points raised previously remain relevant to the current review. In particular: 

• issues regarding the continuing digital divide; 
• market failure and behavior of monopolies in remote parts of Australia; and 
• lack of a dedicated Regional and Remote Telecommunications Strategy. 

 
Further to the last dot point, and whilst we welcome the 2021 Committee’s desire to look for 
“ways to improve collaboration … to make sure that investments in telecommunications are 
coordinated and deliver to regional needs”, we note that there have been numerous calls over the 
past 3 RTIRCS for the development of a regional and remote telecommunications strategy. Such a 
strategy is surely the most appropriate mechanism to achieve the collaboration the Committee 
seeks, and to deliver outcomes on the ground that will bridge the digital divide. Yet still, no such 
strategy exists. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The digital divide in remote Australia is widening. As most Australians are experiencing 
unprecedented advantages from engagement in an ‘online world’ remote residents are becoming 
more and more isolated and disadvantaged by their inability to keep up with the pace of change. 
Until we meaningfully shift this metric it seems clear that our approach to regional 
telecommunications needs further adjustment. 
 
Yours sincerely 

 
Kate Peake 
Chief Executive Office 
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