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RURAL TELECOMMUNICATIONS 
Grievance 

DR G.G. JACOBS (Eyre) [9.49 am]: I thank the Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister for Commerce for 
taking my grievance on rural telecommunications in my area. I understand the mobile phone tower program and 
there are some good things about it, and I will share those, but there are some limitations and impediments that 
I would also like to share. This is radiofrequency technology and essentially the regional mobile communications 
program that the government launched in stage 1 has produced over $100 million of towers throughout 
Western Australia. Of course, in the second tranche of the regional telecommunications program another 
$45 million has been very well leveraged with the Mobile Black Spot Programme that the federal government 
launched. To be honest, my region has done fairly well. However, the terrestrial tower program is fixed wireless. 
It has a limitation of 20 gigabytes a month. It is hub-to-tower user and sometimes hub to hub via radio wave 
backhaul. Just recently, two towers were much needed in the region—one in Grass Patch and one in 
Salmon Gums. For those who do not know their geography, Grass Patch is about 70 kilometres and 
Salmon Gums is about 100 kilometres north of Esperance. Of course, that region is my Esperance zone, if you 
like. It is important to talk about an Esperance zone because that is an essential agricultural and grain growing 
region—a significant region in Western Australia. Nine Mobile Black Spot Programme towers are to be 
constructed over the next 18 months to two years. 
Some members might not be aware that farm business systems are becoming very complex and technologically 
dependent. There is real-time forward selling and GPS-guided seeders and harvesters and, indeed, Doppler 
technology is coming to the region. In fact, in the wheatbelt this government has already installed Doppler 
technology. That is important because it is not just a weather station but also a soil moisture predictability and 
yield predictability mechanism in the area. In the future it will be a crop insurance plan by which one can predict 
yield loss and, in fact, will be the basis of crop insurance. The Canadians are so far ahead of us in that area that it 
is not funny. 
The smaller settlements in the region, such as Grass Patch and Salmon Gums, have ADSL. National Broadband 
Network satellites are coming but they are slow and affected by weather. The experts tell me that Sky Muster, 
with ground stations, is contention vulnerable, which means it can get to capacity pretty quickly. Boosters are 
also used in my region. The Mobile Black Spot Programme, MBSP, is a game changer, as has been the state 
government’s program, but it is not futureproofing and it is no long-term fix because there are upward spiralling 
data needs in technology in farming and towers cannot cover it all. The local limitations were evident at the 
launch of the Salmon Gums tower, the radius of which was only three kilometres. The tragic fires in Scaddan last 
November wiped out 21 towers because all the power went down and the battery life on those towers was 
limited, so we must look at the battery life when considering some of the problems of getting generation into that 
area. The battery life must last until the fire field can be reopened and the power issue attended to. 
We need to move to 5G technology in that region; 3G and 4G will not keep ahead of the game. I draw members’ 
attention to the Beaumont–Mt Howick priorities in the program because that is very important. Our office has 
surveyed the deficiencies in that. In fact, the farmer and his wife and family must go halfway to town or into 
town to get connection to do their business. There are systemic limitations, not only the local issues. The 
question arises: how are we ever going to cover all the regions with all this technology to stay ahead of the 
game? Groups such as the proactive South East Premium Wheat Growers Association say that private 
proponents in the industry can form fixed wireless industry groups—they can use hub to optic fibre—but the real 
stopper is access to the optic fibre. The telcos have it all. My technocrats tell me the telcos have all the backhaul; 
they have all the capacity and access. Backhaul is just a code for access to capacity to the optic fibre. How can 
the telcos not have it all and we can have fixed wireless industry groups that can access some of that backhaul to 
drive some of those technologies for the important cohorts in the industry? We will get to a situation in which 
there is driverless machinery. We will have robots. We need technologies to drive industry and agriculture that is 
so important to our region. I draw the parliamentary secretary’s attention to some of those impediments and how 
we must address them. 
MR P.T. MILES (Wanneroo — Parliamentary Secretary) [9.56 am]: I thank the member for Eyre for his 
grievance this morning because it highlights one of the great programs that this government has implemented 
since 2008, which all members on this side of the house have welcomed. It has been done under only this 
government and will probably continue under only this government because we know that the opposition is not 
supportive of this innovative industry in the regions. 
The member for Eyre was with me recently in Highbury, just outside of Narrogin, talking about a tower there. It 
is a very small community but the ability for that community to hook on and connect to the main town, which 
obviously is Narrogin, is a huge benefit to farmers and the little town site there. As the member for Eyre said, 
this sort of technology is not just about when tourists from other towns or overseas travel throughout the 
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wheatbelt or the south west and they have the benefit of connecting using their smartphones; this is also great 
technology being used by our farmers. As the member for Eyre rightly said, the future of technology in the 
farming sector is growing a lot faster than in other spaces of our world. In the future a farmer will probably be 
able to set up his tractor before he goes to bed and push the “go” button. The tractor will use GPS or mobile 
communications to do all the work through the night and then return home, like those domestic robot vacuum 
cleaners, when it needs a service and to get topped up and then go back out again. This is the technology that is 
entering the space of our farmers. In Yerecoin recently we were talking about the same thing. All farmers are 
excited about that technology to help them bring their product to market in a timely manner. 

As for the Salmon Gums and Grass Patch receiver points that were launched recently and the technical questions 
of their coverage, there will always be the question of whether any mobile phone coverage will get quite to 
where we want it to. Sometimes it does not. There is a little bit of hit and miss. After all, it is pushing out radio 
waves and if a receiver is not strong enough to pick them up, if trees are in the way or if the users are not in the 
line of sight, people may have trouble with their coverage. According to the technicians, the Salmon Gums 
mobile base station stretches over 1 400 square kilometres. The coverage extends up to 26 kilometres to the 
north east, up to 12 kilometres to the north, 22 kilometres to the south and 15 kilometres to the west. The 
Salmon Gums and Grass Patch mobile base stations now provide service to the town sites, along a portion of 
Coolgardie–Esperance Highway, and to surrounding farmland. That is a huge improvement because previously 
there was no mobile coverage in those areas. 

I have been talking to Senator Chris Back about this, and the member may want to take this further with the 
federal government. I think there could be scope within the federal funding to enable a farmer, or a person 
nearby, to create a low-frequency base station on their farm to provide their own coverage, and maybe receive 
some sort of subsidy. Senator Back was very keen on that idea. I think that is the worth working up in that space. 

The member for Esperance also raised the issue of tower battery life. After the tragic Esperance fires last 
November, this is an issue that we in Commerce looked at. The standard battery life for mobile phone towers is 
about three hours. That time has been determined by the fact that that is the average length of time for which the 
power may be out. Unfortunately, a tower that is in a fire area may be without power for eight, nine, 10 or 
12 hours, depending on what the emergency services are doing around that tower. When the Prime Minister 
visited Esperance after the fires, he undertook to look at that issue. I understand that funding has been allocated 
under round 2 of the federal government’s black spot program to expand the battery capacity at mobile base 
stations and thereby extend their operation during emergency situations. That is a good move, and obviously we 
will let the member know when those long-life batteries have been put in place. 

Dr G.G. Jacobs: Nine mobile towers are planned for the region over the next 18 months, and hopefully those 
towers will have a longer battery life than three hours, because three hours is not long hours. 

Mr P.T. MILES: No; definitely not. 

The current towers will be upgraded to 4G. All new towers will be 4G and above; in fact, technically it is called 
4GX. The sites at Beaumont, Dalyup, Mt Burdett, Neridup and Scaddan West are scheduled to be constructed in 
the first half of 2017, and Grass Patch east and Merivale will be completed by June 2018. Because of the time 
limits that we have here today, I will provide this information to the member. 
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