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2011-12 Regional Telecommunications Review Secretariat
Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy

Via Email: secretariat@rtirc.gov.au

Re: Issues Paper 2011-12 Regional Telecommunications Review

| live in the very small rural community of Clare in the Burdekin, North Queensland. |
am 50kms from the nearest regional town, Ayr and 90kms for the nearest regional
city, Townsville. | live in a telecommunications “black-spot” with no mobile phone or
free-to-air t elevision reception and my landline is currently out of service. Post
Cyclone Y asi | was without telecommunications for 21 days. | pay $90/month for
Pay TV and $120/month for S atellite B roadband. The s egmentof the 2 011-12
Regional Telecommunications Review Issues Paper | wish to address is:

REGIONAL HEALTH AND EDUCATION OUTCOMES

Much focus has been place recently, by the Department of Health & Ageing, on e-
Health strategies for the future to address short-falls in services to rural and remote
communities. A s such, on-the-ground services in rural and regional communities
such as the ‘Better Access to Mental Health Services | nitiative’ have been cut so
funding can be moved into the development of online programs. My position on the
provision of e-Health s ervices ist he s ame as t hat of the N ational F armers
Federation:

“... while the NBN offers opportunities to deliver services remotely, we
recognise that personal interaction is and will remain a key elementin
the delivery ofa n umber o f services, i ncluding asp ects o f health and
social s ervices.| nt his co ntexti ti si mportantt hati nformation
technology is used to complement and improve existing services, rather
than be ing viewed as an oppor tunity to reduce costs and the | evel of
resourcing. The potential ne gative impacts on c ommunities and s ocial
capital inr egional Australia as aco nsequenceo far eductioni n

professional services should be avoided.” (NFF Regional T elecommunications
Review submission, p.4)
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Personal Context:

Throughout 2011, | have been using Social Media as a means to raising awareness
of rural mental health and issues facing people living in rural, remote and regional
areas of Australia. During this time, I've come to learn there are certain aspects to
living in a rural area that key policy makers are unaware of:

1. A lot of places in rural Australia don't have mobile phone reception. People in
areas with mobile reception who want to phone me don't “get” that | won't be
able to return their call until | am able to drive to a location with reception. If |
was in crisis and n eeded to phone Lifeline for example, | would need to go
halfway down the paddock to do so.

2. Due to circumstances beyond my control | don't currently have a working
landline. H ave you e ver tried deal ing with T elstra in an urban area for a
technical issue? N ow multiply that frustration by a million and y ou begin to
get the picture for people in rural and remote areas. If a line drops out it can
be weeks on end before the issue is resolved.

3. Even though the NBN is currently being rolled-out, not every rural and remote
area in Australia will be getting it, they will have access to Satellite Broadband
like me. Those based in metropolitan centres believe that satellite broadband
will enable rural people to better communicate, f or example via S kype.
Satellite Broadband is wonderful ... whenitis working! My serviceis so
unreliable | never know when it will be up and w henit willbe down. B e it
technical issues, atmospheric conditions, cloud cover, rain or even a gecko
running around on the satellite dish, it drops in and out all day long. | get very
distressed when I'm in the middle of a prearranged Skype conference and the
signal drops out. Imagine if the appointment is with a ps ychiatrist as part of
the government's new e-mental health initiative — the signal dropping out mid-
session will only exacerbate the patient’s condition, not help it.

4. The final issue remains in the uptake of technology: many people, particularly
the elderly and those in Indigenous communities, have neither the financial
means nor t he a bility t o t ake adv antage of m obile t echnology or online
services. As such, online services should be provided to compliment on-the-
ground services, not replace them.

Yours sincerely,

Alison Fairleigh,
Rural Mental Health Advocate.
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