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Consultation Document: Digital Economy Future Directions

1. Introduction
The opinions expressed here are personal opinions and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of my current employer or my previous employers.  It should be considered as an individual submission by a person who has a passion to promote Digital Economy for the benefit of mankind.

2. Broadband Policy and Regulation
The future direction of Australian Digital Economy mainly depends on developing sustainable policy and associated regulations to address the new challenges faced by ICT industry.  We have been witnessing a paradigm shift from PSTN to all IP-based networks in the provision of all types of communication services. Therefore, the ICT policy should be geared to respond to the new situation created by all-IP based networks. 
We should  be mindful to the fact that the current regulatory framework  based on the Telecommunications Act of  1997 and the market competition  stipulated in  the Trade Practices Act of 1974  have never envisaged the type of network, products, applications and services that the National Broadband Network could deliver to people. If we continue to regulate the industry based on “Self Regulatory Regime” that could only be suitable for Plain Old Telephone Services (POTS), then we are going to neglect our responsibility of creating a vibrant “Australian Digital Economy”. Further, we will also fail in our duty passing the benefits created by the internet revolution to our next generation. 
Therefore, personally, I believe it is a golden opportunity that we have in our hands to address policy and regulatory settings required to develop a vibrant and competitive broadband market that will deliver the Australian government's    long term visions for Digital Economy. 

3. Review of Universal Service Obligation
Today Communication should be considered as another basic need of mankind along with food, shelter and clothing.  Therefore, the need for basic communication facilities should be enshrined in our telecom regulations in a practical manner in order to fulfil our obligations to the people of Australia irrespective wherever they live. The telecom regulations should address removing the current barriers in providing all forms of communication services in country areas of Australia. We may have a vision for Digital economy. We have also enacted legislation detailing the Universal Service Obligation (USO) but in reality our country people have been deprived of from accessing reliable and cost effective communication services. 
Therefore, the government should seriously consider declaring Internet access as a part of Universal Service Obligation.  The current digital data service obligation stipulated in the Universal Service Obligation needs to be reviewed to include Internet access as part of USO. Otherwise we will end up flourishing Digital economy only in cities/towns and people in country areas will continue to languish for basic communication facilities.
3. Network Neutrality:  
Network Neutrality (alternatively called as Internet neutrality) is a principle   proposed for residential broadband networks and potentially for all networks. In other words, a neutral broadband network is one that is free of restrictions on content, sites, or platforms, on the kinds of equipment that may be attached, and on the modes of communication allowed, as well as one where communication is not unreasonably degraded by the other communication streams.
The debate on network neutrality centers on whether it is more "neutral" to let consumers access Internet content equally or to let network operators decide the type of content the networks should carry. In fact, the net neutrality debate has begun in Australia, with BigPond (owned by Telstra) hinting that it will start prioritizing internet traffic according to the type and source of the data.
The introduction of net neutrality is the cornerstone in protecting the innovation in today’s ICT industry. Many authors of digital economy believe that the net neutrality will shape the future of digital economy in a meaningful manner whilst promoting democracy in network. It will also allow players in the market to grow and innovate whilst not allowing network operators to use their investment in broadband network to discriminate against competing various applications and content.
At least, we should start a debate officially on the suitability of applying net neutrality in Australia and net neutrality is a serious problem faced by global digital economy. It is time for us to act in a responsible manner to ensure all players in the telecom market place treated equally in a democratic manner.
4. Download Speed:
We have seen that many Australian customers are becoming disillusioned by the difference between advertised download speeds and the actual speeds they are experiencing in real time.  I guess with the introduction of 21Mbps speed by NextG owned by Telstra, the debate on the need for an Industry Standard or at least for a voluntary “Industry Code of Practice” to regulate the download speeds in broadband networks would gather momentum.
The broadband industry needs to work together with the ACMA/ACCC to agree on a set of principles as to how these messages should be communicated and advertised so that the understanding of the consumer is as accurate as it can be.
Further, ACMA as the industry regulator should be mandated with monitoring the download speed and should be in a position to audit the download speed figures advertised by broadband operators to safeguard the interests of consumers.
5. Key indicators of Digital economy:

Benchmarking of Digital Economy to ascertain the status quo of the digital economy needs some basic indicators such as the number of people using computers at home and the penetration of fixed and mobile services could provide a realistic indication. However, I would like to suggest the following as key indicators of Digital Economy:

· The measurement of investment in physical infrastructures that are required  for the adoption of digital economy

· How this investment varies among the various market segments with particular reference to country areas? 

· The measurement of investment in developing the software required for using the digital network?

· The measurement of depreciation of existing infrastructures?

· The number of people using the different types of communication services such as penetration of telephone, internet, TV and mobile communication services?

· The investment in R & D works relating to ICT with particular reference to the number of Intellectual property /patent rights registered by Australians?

· The capacity of the backbone broadband network?

· The trend of capacity usage with particular reference to use of various services?

· The affordability of internet and allied communication services by individual households?

· The availability of various communication services with accurate demographic pattern?

· The reliability or quality of service of the communication services in terms of retaining connection?

· The actual speed data downloading?
· Comparison of digital economy in terms of GDP

· The number of schools connected to broadband network?

· The share prices of ICT related companies and their seasonal variations

· Digital literacy among the Australian population?

6. Digital Literacy:

Digital literacy is the ability to locate, organize, understand, evaluate, and create information using digital technology. It involves a working knowledge of current high-technology with particular reference to Internet and an understanding of how it can be used. Digitally literate persons can communicate and work more efficiently, especially with those who possess the same knowledge and skills. The government should look at the ways to improve the digital literacy including teaching of digital economy related subjects at school levels. The subjects should cover broader areas including multimedia development and cyber safety.  Kids should be taught at school levels regarding online safety and privacy at early ages.
Further, Cyber-safety should become as part of OH & S system in office environment to ensure smooth functioning of digital office. 

7. Conclusion:
The investment in broadband network is indispensable. Our policy and regulation should be geared to respond to the challenges of Digital Economy.  We should decide the type of broader competition level to optimally use the capacity of network infrastructure.     If the Australian government takes bold steps to revisit the ICT industry policy and regulatory landscape, a fair and equitable competition will prevail in the market place that is expected to ensure all Australians irrespective of wherever they live (country or town or city) pay the lowest possible prices, the best possible service. It would provide the highest degree of innovation in the market place to achieve the visions of Digital economy. 
Personally, I consider the most valuable gift that the Australian government could give to our people is spread the wings of Digital Economy on an equitable basis to all, irrespective of wherever they live.
Thank you all reading my individual submission.
