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In today’s world, you just have to have broadband. The Internet is almost useless without it. It’s not just the speed, it’s the fact that it is always on, with everything at your fingertips.

I’ve had broadband for three years now. I live in a semi-rural area, so for a long time my only option was satellite or ISDN. I opted for satellite – at first I used one-way satellite, which was sort of a semi-broadband.

I had decent bandwidth down, but not up. And because the upload used a conventional modem, I still had to dial up, which meant tying up the phone line and an inability to share the connection. It was also flaky, and wouldn’t work in the rain, or even under heavy cloud cover.

At the beginning of last year I bit the bullet and went with Telstra’s two-way satellite. My life changed, as does anyone’s who moves to a decent Internet connection. The satellite has been reasonably fast, and very reliable. And I have been able to share the connection with all the other people in my house, who use the Net nearly as much as I do.

The biggest problem was the cost - $250 a month. But not having broadband was not an option, and with all of us using it so much it was worth it.

Then a couple of months ago Telstra told me they had tweaked the local exchange and I could get ADSL. I jumped at the chance, and now I have twice the speed at half the cost. But I have this expensive two-way satellite dish on top of my house doing nothing. Telstra didn’t want it back – most of my monthly bills went towards paying the bloody thing off.
Broadband is great. Everybody should have it, and one way everybody will. I can think of no enabler of the information era more important. When we get truly broadband communications, sufficient for real-time high definition video, the world will be a very different place than it is today.

Every TV station everywhere in the world will be able to stream its output onto the Net, and anyone will be able to watch it. Video shops will disappear with the advent of on-demand movies. And the utility of current Internet applications will be vastly improved, with practically instantaneous access.

We are moving there, inexorably. Current broadband technologies are a major step in the right direction, but they are interim technologies. ADSL is simply a clever way of pushing digital data over telephone lines that were never intended to carry more than a single voice. Cable was intended for analogue TV. Satellites have propagation delays.

The biggest problem is what is variously called the “local loop” or “the last mile” – the actual connection into the home. The telephone system was laid down up to a hundred years ago, and cable reaches only a fraction of homes. To put decent bandwidth into every home and office is a very expensive exercise.

That’s if we lay wires. It may well be possible to reach the kind of bandwidth we need with wireless technology. The launch this month of Unwired Australia’s wireless broadband network in Sydney shows that the technology is already capable of challenging cable and ADSL. Its bandwidth is similar, and the technology is only in its infancy.
Unwired uses technology from US company Navini, based on the emerging but not yet fully defined WiMax standard. Its network can reach 70 per cent of the Sydney metropolitan area, using base stations on existing mobile telephone towers. It has spent the last year or so building the network, and is launching an advertising blitz aimed squarely at Telstra and existing broadband suppliers.
Unwired intends to offer a similar service in other capital cities and in regional centres, though the schedule will depend upon the speed of its acceptance in Sydney. The company has some serious investors behind it, including Gerry Harvey and Malcolm Turnbull, and listed on the ASX late last year.
So far Unwired has spent $33 million building the network. Some simple sums show that it will need tens of thousands of subscribers to make any money. The network’s initial capacity allows for 70,000 users, indicating the scale of the company’s ambitions.

Unwired is selling itself as a solution that doesn’t need the last mile. It bypasses Telstra’s phone networks and the cable networks completely. That means it’s much easier to install, and you can take it with you when you move house. It’s cheaper and it’s more reliable. These aren’t bad selling points.
Australia is lagging badly in the takeup of broadband. In 2000, We were thirteenth in the OECD in broadband penetration. We fell to sixteenth in 2001, and by 2003 we were twenty-first. The reasons are Telstra’s ownership, and mismanagement, of the local loop, and a government that does not understand technology enough to care.
It’s not hard to believe that wireless is the way of the future for Internet access. As soon as it’s available on my four acres, I’ll throw away my ADSL modem. Roll on wireless broadband.
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