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On 10 March 1876 
Alexander Graham Bell 

uttered the first words in cyberspace.

Using the latest and most innovative technology, a 
‘harmonic telegraph’, he spoke to his assistant who 
was waiting in the next room.

His words?

‘Mr. Watson, come here. I want to see you.’

Now, a number of things strike me about this incident.

The first is that human genius reveals itself in 
astonishing, varied and irrepressible ways.

The second is that the ‘harmonic telegraph’ of 1876 
has transformed the world, and is now an intrinsic 
and vital part of our daily lives. Indeed, mobile 
phones are so woven into the existence of our young 
people that to separate them necessitates complex, 
difficult surgery; painful surgery.

The third thing is that innovation means that the 
industry and the services provided by industry are 
being restructured and reinvented at breathtaking 
speed. Today, using a 3G phone, Alexander Graham 
Bell would be able to instruct Watson not to bother 
coming, because he could see him quite well 
enough.

Such things deserve to be acknowledged, and this 
awards night is therefore entirely appropriate. To 
those of you who will be recognised for your work 
and talents, congratulations.

To all the others here, I will comfort you by saying 
that the winners have no monopoly on their prize 
and that, next year, things can be made different by 
vigorous and lawful competition.

I want, for just a few moments, to talk about the 
related topics of innovation and competition and 
regulation. And I want to link this to consumer 
benefit.

In the modern market place, as a force for 
innovation, the individual curiosity and drive of Bell 
has largely been replaced by something more 
amorphous and more abstract. In competitive 
markets, innovation arises because companies strive 
to triumph against tough competition.

Competition creates the deep soils necessary for 
innovation. Individuals and companies alike know 
they have the prospect of reaping the rewards of 
their work and their ideas, and consumers enjoy the 
benefit of the latest product and services.1

Over the last 10 years in telecommunications we 
have seen a rapid technological advance. The 
industry has embraced digital technologies, and 
almost made it their own. Key digital and internet 
protocol technologies have been developed and 
delivery platforms have started to converge.

In parallel with this, of course, there have been 
significant changes in the way telecommunications 
services are provided and regulated.

In Australia, the end of government-run monopolies 
in 1989 marked the beginning of a revolution— 
a revolution that in 1997 resulted in the introduction 
of open competition and inclusion of the 
telecommunications specific regulatory regime in the 
Trade Practices Act.

It is clear that the Australian combination of rapid 
innovation, vigorous competition and prudent 
regulation has delivered significant benefits for 
consumers.

1 MK Powell, ‘Consumer policy in competitive 
markets’, speech to the Federal Communications 
Bar Association, Washington D.C., 21 June 2001.
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And consumers, both as private individuals and 
businesses, occupy a central position when we 
consider the operation of the Act.

Consumers now enjoy a wider range of services and 
more service providers to choose from. They also 
enjoy lower prices.

For example, the average real price paid by 
consumers of PSTN and GSM mobile services fell 
by around 21 per cent between the 1997-98 and 
2001-02. Over the same period, mobile prices fell 
by around 23 per cent in real terms.

That said we know that competition at the retail 
level still heavily depends on the existence of access 
regimes. This means that a number of 
telecommunications markets are not yet effectively 
competitive.

There has been little change in the number and size 
of industry players and the rate at which prices has 
been falling has slowed.

The telecommunications market continues to be 
dominated by Telstra. Telstra has extensive market 
power, derived from a ubiquitous fixed network, 
national coverage, and control over inputs essential 
to the provision of downstream services.

Quite simply, it is the elephant at the 
telecommunication’s waterhole.

If others are to drink, then the market needs 
efficient, effective regulation.

When enacting the telecommunications provisions of 
the Act the government sought to provide open 
access to declared services and prohibit anti
competitive conduct in telecommunications markets.

The objective is to provide an environment for new 
service providers and carriers to enter the market 
and the opportunity, if they are good enough, to 
survive and prosper.

Because of the unique characteristics of the 
Australian market, the Act necessarily provides for 
regulatory oversight in key areas.

For the ACCC there are several key regulatory 
challenges.We have to ensure the effective 
implementation of Telstra’s new accounting 
separation regime. The objective is to improve 
transparency and address information asymmetries 
within and across markets.

Others include:

■ the development of model terms and conditions 
for a range of core telecommunications access 
services, and the assessment of relevant 
undertakings provided by Telstra

■ the assessment of exemptions sought by Telstra 
and Foxtel about the possible future digitisation 
of their pay TV networks and equipment

■ the mobile services review of regulatory issues 
associated with the provision of key mobile 
services

■ determining whether or not internet 
interconnection should become a declared or 
regulated service.

These are not trivial matters.

The ACCC’s regulatory role will play an important 
part in ensuring that the full potential for existing 
and emerging technologies is met.

The extent to which the ACCC continues to regulate 
existing services depends on the requirements of the 
Act.

And the extent to which the ACCC becomes 
involved in the regulation of new and emerging 
services depends on the structure of the markets and 
the ability of the industry to resolve complex 
interconnection issues on its own without ACCC 
intervention.

The successful resolution of these issues will act to 
determine the level and extent of competition, 
innovation and consumer service in the market 
during the coming years.

Let me conclude on this note.

It would be quite wrong to leave you with the 
impression that the first best solution to a 
competition problem is regulation.

It is not.

It is better, cheaper and more efficient for markets to 
be robustly competitive.

But, if significant markets fail, if they are too highly 
concentrated and if barriers to entry are high, then 
careful regulation is required to generate public 
benefit.

I hope that the incentive of receiving an Australian 
Telecommunications Magazine Award here next year 
will motivate you all to great competitive effort 
during the year.
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