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Instant connection to the future

Fibre to the home:
Detractors say the
Government’s planned
broadband network is
likely to be obsolete by
the time it is completed;
supporters say it is a
visionary leap verging
on science fiction.
Photo: MICHEL
O’SULLIVAN

It’s like arguing
over whether
we should have
installed
electricity 100
years ago.

The Government surprised everybody with its
announcement this week that it was to build a super-fast
national broadband network, James Massola reports

T
he history of information
technology is littered
with failed predictions
and misguided visions.
IBM chairman Thomas
Watson commented in
1943, for example, that

‘‘there is world market for maybe five
computers’’.

Microsoft founder Bill Gates has
been widely quoted – or misquoted,
he claims – predicting in 1981 that no
computer would need more than 640
kilobytes (a new computer typically
has about 3,145,728 kb of RAM and
about 209,715,200 kb of storage).

At the other end of the spectrum,
science-fiction magazines and pulp
novels by the likes of Robert Heinlein
and Arthur C. Clarke breathlessly
predicted flying cars, moon bases
and an end to all the world’s ills as
computers advanced.

So what is Labor’s $43 billion
national broadband network? A tech-
nology likely to be obsolete by the
time it is completed, or a visionary
leap verging on science fiction?

The plan promises fibre to the
home – 100 megabit connections to
90 per cent of Australian homes, and
12 megabit connections to the
remaining 10 per cent in rural and
regional areas. Labor says an average
of 25,000 jobs per year will be
supported on the way, which has
drawn praise from unions and the
technology sector.

Fibre to the home is widely con-
sidered the ‘‘Rolls Royce’’ of internet
connections. Kevin Rudd on
announcing the plan called it the
largest infrastructure project in Aust-
ralian history. ‘‘Like the building of
Snowy Hydro, like the building of the
Sydney Harbour Bridge, this is an
historic act of nation-building,’’
Rudd said. ‘‘What the Government is
demonstrating is our confidence in
our nation’s future. This announce-
ment sets a path for economic
recovery and to building a 21st
century economy with 21st century
jobs.’’

After months of speculation over
who would win the tender for a
$4.7 billion network, Labor doubled
its bets. Rudd announced the Gov-
ernment would build it itself.

The mood among journalists on
the morning of Wednesday’s
announcement said it all – no one
had seen this coming. And as
Communications Minister Stephen
Conroy pointed out later, 100
megabits was just the start.

Fibre carries information at the
speed of light – upgrading the
network in the future would simply
involve upgrading hardware at the
start and end points. Once in the
ground, he argued, the fibre is
future-proof – the only constraint on
the network was the speed of light.

In Korea and Japan, speeds up to
10 times faster than promised by
Labor are already starting to appear.

And as much as Australians – and
particularly Canberrans – make use
of the net, we are way back in 16th
out of 30 OECD countries for
broadband uptake.

Optus and iiNet were just two of
the internet service providers who
welcomed the announcement,
which they believe will end their
reliance on Telstra infrastructure.
The market leader cautiously
welcomed the news, too, though it
remains to be seen how Conroy’s
proposed concurrent regulatory
reforms – which could see the
company broken up – will play out.

Telstra’s share price actually rose
on the news, as the market read the
terms of the project as a chance for
the former monopolist to get back
into the game – and a neat sidestep
around potential legal entangle-
ments under the old plan.

But for all the whiz-bang speeds
and promises of seamless web
applications such as e-health and
video conferencing, there are
concerns.

Opposition leader Malcolm
Turnbull led the charge, accusing the
Government of announcing a

nation-building plan via press
release. ‘‘They [Labor] don’t know
what it’s going to cost, they don’t
know what they’re going to charge,
they don’t know how many people
will take it up. They have no idea
whether its commercially viable,’’ he
said. ‘‘What they’ve done is pulled a
big number out of the air and said
$43 billion, high-speed internet, and
have done none of the homework.’’

Turnbull argues, correctly, that the
vast majority of households will have
to take up the service to make it
commercially viable. He is predicting
prices in the $150 per month range,
while AAPT chief executive Paul
Broad predicted prices could be as
high as $200 per month.

Neil Hyden, the chief executive of
the Government’s central borrowing
agency, the Australian Office of
Financial Management, says he
expects to issue between $8 and
$9 billion of Aussie Infrastructure
Bonds to help f inance the
Government’s contribution to the
project, but the finance sector has
been skeptical about whether the
private sector will be as keen to get
involved in stumping up what could
be as much as $20 billion.

The director of commercial
telecoms research for Ovum, David
Kennedy, says the project could take
20 years, rather than eight, to finish,
and there is no guarantee Australians
need, or will use, the super-fast
network. ‘‘The Government’s figures
of $43 billion and eight years are
placeholders. No one has a business
case for a mass fibre to the home roll
out,’’ he says. ‘‘New services and
technologies will need to be devel-
oped to run over this network to
make it viable and at this point in
time we don’t know what those
services will be.’’

He points to Singapore, where 100
megabit speeds have become avail-
able in the past 12 months, but
uptake has hovered around 1 per
cent, though he concedes uptake in
Korea and Japan has been stronger.

Internet Industry Association chief
executive Peter Coroneos says the
solution on offer will ‘‘future-proof
this country for decades to come’’.
‘‘Other technologies including wire-
less have their place, but if current
consumption trends continue to
grow at this rate, it’s inconceivable
that wireless could handle it,’’ he
says. ‘‘It’s like arguing over whether
we should have installed electricity
100 years ago. Australia needs to be
more than just a mine for Asia. We
are in the same time zone as half the
world’s population and this part of
the world is in the ascendant – we
need this to take our place in the
future digital economy.’’

Coroneos argues that people who
say they are happy with their current
connection miss the point, a point
echoed by technologist Iggy Pintado,
author of Connection Generation.

Pintado says super-fast broadband
will change how people work and
how they live. ‘‘This will allow people
more flexibility in how they connect
with people at home and at work. We
live in a relationship-driven econ-
omy and this makes those
connections easier – every con-
nection is a business opportunity,’’
he says. ‘‘This is about taking this
country forward, being progressive.
Small businesses, for example, are
always looking for ways to do things
more efficiently and this will help
them take their business – and their
products – to the world.’’

Intel co-founder Gordon Moore
predicted in 1965 that the number of
transistors on a computer chip
would double every two years.

The prediction has become the
industry defining theme of the past
four decades. It is perhaps the best
guide to why the Government has
put so much money into the
broadband pot – technology keeps
advancing, and it wants to ensure
Australians aren’t left behind.

James Massola is a staff reporter.


