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I have been a mobile app developer for three years with AppBooks and Inyerpocket Software. I built my first website in 1999 for the Warlukurlangu Artists Aboriginal Association and currently live and work in Yuendumu, Alice Springs and Melbourne.
The views expressed in this submission are my own as a private individual and I do not claim to represent the views of any of the organisations or businesses I have worked with.
General Statement
Internet access should focus on people, not buildings.
Mobile devices like smartphones, tablets and light-weight laptops encourage users to use the internet anywhere, anytime.
Why should internet access be tied to an ADSL or wifi access point at home or work? 
I currently have three ways of connecting to the internet. All are 3G.
On the iPhone I have had the maximum data plan that Telstra can provide me. I also have an iPad with a 3G data plan, but due to limitations on individual downloads on that device there is little point in increasing the data limit. I also have a 3G USB modem with the maximum data plan. When I asked Telstra if I could increase the data, I was told I would need to buy another device.
I live and work in three locations. Yuendumu and Alice Springs in the Northern Territory, and Melbourne, Victoria. ADSL Broadband is not an option for me and seems inconvenient even if I lived in one place as it only works within range of the building to which it is hard wired. 
I cannot take it with me.
Landline broadband connections are increasingly inconvenient and irrelevant. 
We used to use desktop computers, now we have laptops. Many of the things we used to do on laptops we can now do on smartphones or tablets.
New computer devices are small, mobile and require wireless access to the internet.
When investing in telecommunications for the future, we should be focusing on ways that allow people to access the internet anywhere, anytime and on the move.
I will address those questions relevant to my experience.
Question 3. The committee would like to hear from businesses and organisations about their participation in, experiences of, and expectations about, the digital economy. Examples could relate to specific sectors such as agriculture, mining, manufacturing or retail; business-to-business activities; productivity; teleworking; and the development of new knowledge- based industries.
My mobile app business allows me to work anywhere there is a 3G connection. Because Yuendumu has 3G available, I have been able to continue working in Yuendumu on local projects while managing my core business online.
A more reliable internet connection has allowed organisations in Yuendumu to utilise and rely upon more online solutions. For example, online calendars, document sharing and real-time collaboration, and alternate modes of communication. One of the organisations I work with now operates across a number of communities. Having more material stored and accessible online means staff are not required to be in the office in order to access important documents or make data base entries.
Question 4. The NBN will help the range of online government services to continue to expand. The committee is interested in views and experiences about engaging with government services online, whether local, state or federal.
As more and more information and services become available online and the traditional ‘shop-front’, mail and phone based services are scaled down or discontinued, remote and regional Australians become increasingly reliant upon access to the internet. 
My concern about the expansion of online government services is the need to make this transition in a way that doesn’t disadvantage remote Indigenous communities who generally have slow and unreliable access to the internet, and in some cases low digital literacy. 
In some areas, there is no internet access at all. In places where internet access is available, not everyone has access to a computer or can afford a smartphone, tablet or ADSL connection. Hardware is also not generally available for purchase at local stores, requiring customers to travel to a regional centre like Alice Springs or order online. If a computer breaks downs and there is no one in the community who can fix it, it can be several months before it might be taken to town for repair.
There is a need for more mobile-friendly versions of government services websites and a cross platform approach to form submissions that doesn't require a Windows desktop computer running Microsoft software.  
Question 5. What are some examples of what you want to see happen to encourage greater participation in the digital economy by people living and working in regional Australia?
There is a need for an extensive and long-term campaign aimed at increasing awareness and understanding about digital devices, online services, privacy issues and basic computer literacy.
Access to internet banking can save on ATM withdrawal or balance check fees in remote communities.
As community mail services can be slow and unreliable, residents can receive more information via email or submit forms electronically.
Residents can stay in touch with friends and family via email, social media and alternate text, audio and video communication programs like Skype, Google Chat and smartphone apps, rather than spending money on expensive, long distance mobile phone calls or SMS.
Question 6. What are the main barriers to regional communities increasing their use of information and communications technologies and do you have any ideas for ways in which regional communities could progressively overcome these barriers?
In remote communities in the NT, low digital literacy, congested or unavailable networks and an environment that is particularly difficult on computer hardware are among the challenges facing ICT users.
I send and receive relatively large files regularly, it has been quite frustrating to have to wait until the network is less congested in order to send a file or maintain a data connection. I regularly jump between multiple 3G devices and ADSL connections. The upload speed in remote communities is particularly frustrating and usually much less than the download speed, especially on satellite connections. 
It would be better for the network to have the capacity to cater for more users at peak times than for the network to have a greater potential download speed per user.
Question 11. What recommendations do you have for remote communities to take advantage of the progressive increase in availability of high-speed broadband?
While faster download and upload speeds are welcome and build capacity for the future, in my view it is more important to have consistent, reliable and mobile (anywhere, anytime) internet connectivity.
As more services go online (for example, government services, server-side cloud storage, online music storage and streaming, online calendars that sync with a server) it becomes more important to be able to access the internet on the move, anytime and anywhere. The old model of waiting until you get to work or get home is inconvenient for individuals and puts businesses at a disadvantage.
We should be investing in mobile connectivity - always on, everywhere – as much as possible.
In Indigenous communities like Yuendumu where individuals have mobile phones and few houses have landlines, the internet is accessed via 3G.
High-powered and affordable community wireless would also be a better option than ADSL or satellite for remote Indigenous communities. Particularly if residents could buy pre-paid 'internet cards' from the local shop in the same way they buy power cards for electricity.
Question 12. What more could be done to improve digital literacy amongst Indigenous Australians and within Indigenous communities?
There is a need to create digital and online material in local languages. Remote Indigenous Media Organisations (RIMOs) like PAW Media and Communications in Yuendumu, with support from the Indigenous Remote Communications Association (IRCA), are well placed to facilitate the development and delivery of this material.
Supporting school bilingual programs and the development and conversion of local language printed material into a digital format is one way in which digital literacy at school could be improved for Indigenous children.
For example, the Bilingual Resources Development Unit at Yuendumu School has a large archive of Warlpiri books developed for school children. Converting this material into a local language digital and/or online resource for use in all Warlpiri schools would help encourage and develop digital literacy amongst younger children.
Question 13. Have you been able to readily obtain information to improve your mobile phone coverage, such as using an external antenna or choosing particular phones that are better suited to rural or remote coverage?
There are a number of phones available from Telstra (the only viable provider for remote areas in the NT other than satellite) that are more appropriate for the challenging conditions in the NT and have an extended reception range or have a connection port for an external antenna. A particular limitation of iPhones and iPads is the lack of an external antenna port.
Question 14. Are you aware of emerging technologies or initiatives that could be used to improve mobile phone coverage in regional Australia?
There are a number of 3G mobile wifi 'hotspot' devices available in the market now. Some smartphones, like iPhones, also have the ability to create a wifi hot spot for up to 5 devices. I foresee these being popular amongst mobile and remote Indigenous users.
While I am not familiar with the technology, I have heard of other countries utilizing Bluetooth 'wireless' to create small scale networks to access the internet.
At present, Bluetooth is heavily utilized by young people in remote communities to share photos and music files between phones and tablets.
Question 15. What have been your experiences with satellite mobile phones?
I have generally used satellite phones as emergency phones only. This is not ideal as they are often unreliable, particularly on cloudy days. It can also be difficult to get a clear voice connection. At times, I have had to SMS via the satellite phone in order to be sure that the information I was trying to convey was received.
Satellite phones are also problematic for small Indigenous organisations as they must maintain a number of satellite phone plans for devices that are primarily for safety and may or may not be used in any given month.
Question 16. Are there any significant consumer issues specific to rural and remote communities that you consider are not being addressed?
Yuendumu is fortunate to have an optic fiber connection.
This is a speed test on an ADSL connection in Yuendumu 3/10/11
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Satellite connections are even more notorious for having a very slow upload speed when compared to download speed.
The 3G connection in Yuendumu was very good when it was first introduced, but I suspect that was because there weren't many smartphones in the community at that time. As residents upgrade their phones to the new smartphones and other devices with 3G data connections, individual 3G connections get worse and can be extremely frustrating at peak times.
Data Plans
A big issue for remote Indigenous users (with access to 3G) is the confusing nature and high cost of data plans, especially when these data plans are not 'capped'. For mobile users - people who use mobile devices to connect to the internet, but are also very mobile in terms of how they live, moving between outstations, communities and towns regularly - ADSL and fixed line data connections are pointless, inconvenient and inappropriate.
The mobile data plan limits currently offered by Telstra (the only 3G provider in places like Yuendumu) are grossly inadequate for normal use. An iPhone user can blow their monthly data in a day or two just by watching some YouTube videos or visiting a number of websites (more and more of which are adding HTML5 animation and auto play video ads that utilize precious data).
If the user doesn't have a 'capped' data plan, they can exceed their data in the first month and be faced with exorbitant charges on their next bill. In some cases, this leads to the customer defaulting on their contract.
Because of this problem, I recommend to young people that they only get pre-paid data on their smartphones where possible.
Question 17. Do people in regional areas, particularly those in vulnerable or disadvantaged groups, have appropriate access to information about their consumer rights and the service options available to them?
Yes, this information is available online. However, it can be difficult to find and to make sense of constantly changing mobile and data plans.
I find the Telstra website particularly difficult to navigate, slow to load and somewhat confusing to access such basic information as how much data I have used on any given month across a range of devices.
While understanding the need to require a log in and password, I believe providers like Telstra should be required to clearly display important information such as data usage (when exceeding that cap means incurring excessive costs) upon log in. At present it takes several clicks to access this information and on a slow connection can even time out before you access it. There is also a delay of some 24 hours or so before data usage is displayed, so being near your cap can mean you have actually exceeded it, but it is not displaying as such. While there is a disclaimer about this, I think this is misleading and confusing for people. 
In my view, Telstra should be required to offer users the option to truly 'cap' their accounts, not charge a x$ per megabyte once the user exceeds the artificial 'cap'. ie. Once the cap is reached the Internet service stops for that month.
Question 19. Are there specific cybersafety challenges that arise from the way that communications technologies are being used by regional, rural or remote communities?
People with low traditional and digital literacy are particularly vulnerable to identity theft and hacking of online accounts.
Much needs to be done to raise awareness and educate people in remote areas about privacy and safety issues to do with social media networks, email, chat rooms, data and computer security, passwords, and in a general sense the sharing of information on the internet.
There are some programs targeting these issues, but in my view a lot more needs to be done across all age groups.
There is also a need for basic, introductory programs that explain and educate people on using and managing computer devices.
Question 20. How can education and awareness of the risks of using mobile devices, such as smartphones, be improved for consumers in regional areas?
As previously mentioned, utilising community RIMOs to deliver education and awareness campaigns and also be a point of contact regarding any ICT questions and issues that arise.
In remote Indigenous communities, awareness campaigns could be delivered via radio networks, television ads and short films on ICTV or NITV, in schools and at community meetings.

Question 21. Are there any other issues relating to telecommunications services in regional Australia that you would like to bring to the committee’s attention?
In remote communities where the number of available jobs is much less than the number of potential employees, easy and reliable access to computer equipment and the internet provides capacity for alternate employment opportunities for the future.
Thank you for the opportunity to make this submission.

Liam Campbell
19/10/11
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