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We are intersect ional  in our approach and are proud to stand
beside generat ions of  great women whose work has brought us

closer to equal i ty for  a l l .  
 

We acknowledge the wisdom, l iv ing cul ture and connect ion of  the
Tradi t ional  Custodians of  the lands on which we work and

acknowledge the profound disrupt ion of  colonisat ion and the Stolen
Generat ions on Abor ig inal  and Torres Strai t  Is lander peoples.  We
bel ieve in shared and just  cul tural  t ransformat ion that embraces

diversi ty,  and these acknowledgements are part  of  the ethical
pr inciples that  guide our work and conduct.

 
Reimagining the economy means radical  t ransformat ion is

necessary.  Our submission is grounded in the bel ief  that  economic
act iv i t ies should centre care:  for  ourselves,  for  each other and for

Country.  We commit  to centr ing our work and l ives around a cul ture
of care for  people and land, the recogni t ion of  Abor ig inal  and
Torres Strai t  Is lander sel f -determinat ion,  t rue l is tening to and

heeding of  Indigenous voices,  the valuing of  First  Nat ions wisdom
around how we can connect ourselves wi th humil i ty,  love and

compassion to each other and the Earth that  nurtures us.
 

This always was, and always wil l  be Aboriginal land.   



WHO WE ARE
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Women's Health Goulburn
North East  (WHGNE) is a
proudly feminist  organisat ion
support ing the creat ion of
equal ,  just  and resi l ient
communit ies in rural  and
regional  Victor ia.  We bel ieve
in shared and just  cul tural
t ransformat ion and locate
our work wi th in an
ecosystem of broad global
al l iances working across
social  movements.  Gender
and cl imate just ice s i ts at
the heart  of  our work,  and
the urgency of  addressing
what have become
existent ia l  cr ises is what
propels us to extend our
vis ioning beyond reformat ive
tweaks to inadequate
exist ing systems, towards
unapologet ical ly bold and
truly t ransformat ive change.  

Our submission draws on the
work of  women's movements
across the globe. Al though
we are grappl ing wi th the
devastat ing impacts of  the
COVID-19 pandemic wi th in
our communit ies,  we
cont inue to work in sol idar i ty
to co-create a v is ion for  the
future in which the digi ta l
economy exists not merely
to generate incomes and
enable the accrual  of
personal  weal th,  but  to
ensure the care of  people
and the planet and col lect ive
l iberat ion,  through
preventat ive heal th and
wel lbeing, restorat ive just ice
and First  Nat ions sel f -
determinat ion.
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SUMMARY STATEMENT

Women’s Heal th Goulburn North East welcomes this opportuni ty to
provide feedback to the Austral ian Government ’s Regional
Telecommunicat ions Review 2021. We are support ive of  the commitment
to improving digi ta l  equi ty and inclusion. We see commonal i t ies between
our v is ion and the role of  the review panel in set t ing a long-term forward
agenda to maximise equi table outcomes for regional  and rural
communit ies.  We look forward to working together to achieve these goals
across our region and i t  is  in th is spir i t  of  col laborat ion that we make this
submission. 

As an overarching thought,  we hope that in f inal is ing and implement ing
ongoing telecommunicat ions pol icy reforms, the Review wi l l  pay c lose
attent ion to how i ts pol ic ies,  p lans and projects in th is area might be as
inclusive,  accessible and cul tural ly safe as possible,  providing
opportuni t ies for  a l l  people,  but  especial ly women, Indigenous community
members,  LGBTIQA+ people and people l iv ing wi th disabi l i ty ,  to help
shape what a digi ta l ly  inclusive,  equi table and safe future actual ly looks
l ike.  This is of  part icular importance in l ight  of  the COVID-19 pandemic,
which has highl ighted and deepened exist ing inequal i t ies in Austral ia,
including digi ta l  inequal i ty and exclusion. 
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CONTEXT FOR OUR
SUBMISSION
Digi ta l  inclusion is a cr i t ical  chal lenge in Austral ia because digi ta l
d isadvantage intersects wi th other forms of  social  and economic
exclusion, including gender inequal i ty.   

According to the Austral ian Digi ta l  Inclusion Index (ADII) ,  which
measures levels of  d ig i ta l  inclusion across the Austral ian populat ion,
women score lower than men across al l  age categor ies.  The Index,
which monitors levels of  d ig i ta l  inclusion across three key domains –
access, af fordabi l i ty ,  and digi ta l  abi l i ty  – highl ights the gendered nature
of the digi ta l  d iv ide,  underscor ing the cr i t ical  importance of  equi table
pol icy solut ions.   

Women have been disproport ionately impacted by the COVID-19
pandemic,  wi th higher unemployment rates,  poorer mental  heal th
outcomes, less access to v i ta l  supports l ike JobKeeper,  and increased
car ing responsibi l i t ies and unpaid domest ic labour.  In addi t ion,  the
rapid t ransformat ion of  Austral ia 's digi ta l  economy in response to the
pandemic exacerbates the digi ta l  d iv ide,  wi th women at  greater r isk of
exclusion from vi ta l  onl ine services.  

However,  the impacts of  COVID-19 have also enabled our communit ies
to recognise services and industr ies that  are t ru ly 'essent ia l '  to
l iveabi l i ty .  These foundat ional  services – heal thcare,  food product ion,
educat ion,  housing, t ransportat ion – are the industr ies whose
breakdown has the gravest impact upon rural  and regional  people 's
resi l ience and their  abi l i ty  to l ive and connect,  part icular ly dur ing t imes
of disaster.  This is because these sectors are direct ly connected to the
social  determinants of  heal th – the l iv ing and working condi t ions that
form people 's social  environment.  

At  Women's Heal th Goulburn North East,  we're keenly aware of  the
intersect ions between digi ta l  inclusion, gender inequal i ty,  social
wel lbeing and community resi l ience in the face of  d isaster.  We present
this submission in the spir i t  of  establ ishing strong, resi l ient  local ised
digi ta l  economies bui l t  upon the pr inciples of  care,  equal i ty and
wel lbeing. 

https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/australias-health/social-determinants-of-health
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With the COVID-19 pandemic prompt ing a rapid t ransformat ion of
Austral ia ’s digi ta l  economy and increasing the digi ta l  d iv ide,  we bel ieve a
r ights-based, social  just ice approach to te lecommunicat ions pol icy is the
only way to secure digi ta l  inclusion for al l  Austral ians.  Of the well-
researched and documented barriers to digital  inclusion, we
encourage the Review to priorit ise the fol lowing: 

01. ACCESS

02. AFFORDABILITY

03. DIGITAL LITERACY

Equitable access to a fast and reliable internet connection is essential
for digital inclusion. However, research indicates that inequalities exist in
internet access according to age, income and educational attainment,
further exacerbating existing social inequality across Australia. 

Affordable, high-quality broadband communications is a key
component of Australia’s telecommunications policy. However, by
international standards, Australia has a high ‘internet cost’ which is
likely to be amplified by the COVID-19 economic slowdown. 

According to the Inclusive Internet Index, Australia scores 11th for
Readiness, after Austria and Japan. Readiness data examines the
capacity to access the internet, including skills, cultural acceptance and
supporting policy. Improving this score is central to digital literacy and
inclusion.

We would also like to encourage the Review to consider Helen Haines MP’s Regional
Development Issue Paper, which includes commitments to build new mobile phone
towers to close out black spots in regional communities and ensure universal access to
affordable and quality NBN. 

https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/TLS_ADII_Report-2020_WebU.pdf
https://theinclusiveinternet.eiu.com/explore/countries/AU/?category=overall
https://admin.helenhaines.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Issue-Paper-Regional-development.pdf
https://admin.helenhaines.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Issue-Paper-Regional-development.pdf
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CHANGING DEMAND
Question 2: What changes in demand, barriers or challenges need to
be addressed when it  comes to telecommunications services in
regional,  rural  and remote Austral ia?

As technology has advanced, many Austral ians have embraced new
telecommunicat ion services and integrated the ful l  funct ional i ty of  these
emerging technologies into their  l ives.  However,  equi table access to and
engagement wi th the digi ta l  economy remains out of  reach for many
people.  Digi ta l  inclusion refers to the act iv i t ies and services necessary to
ensure that al l  people and communit ies,  including the most
disadvantaged, have access to and use telecommunicat ion services.
From a social  just ice perspect ive,  d ig i ta l  inclusion must include targetted
strategies to ' reduce and el iminate histor ical ,  inst i tut ional  and structural
barr iers '  to technology use and access. 

However,  intersect ing social  and economic factors cont inue to prevent
meaningful  d ig i ta l  inclusion across Austral ia.  In part icular,  women, older
Austral ians,  low-income fami l ies,  people wi th disabi l i t ies,  Indigenous
Austral ians,  and cul tural ly and l inguist ical ly diverse migrants cont inue to
face a range of  barr iers and chal lenges that prevent digi ta l  inclusion. The
Austral ian Digi ta l  Inclusion Index's (ADII)  2020 report ,  Measur ing
Austral ia 's Digi ta l  Div ide, highl ights a range of  intersect ing barr iers to
onl ine part ic ipat ion and out l ines the last ing ef fects of  d ig i ta l  exclusion on
underserved communit ies.  

According to the ADII ,  there's a substant ia l  d ig i ta l  d iv ide between
Austral ians l iv ing in rural  and urban areas. In 2020, capi ta l  c i t ies
recorded a digi ta l  inclusion score 7.6 points higher than in rural  areas
(65.0 vs 57.4).  Addi t ional ly,  the latest  f igures f rom the Austral ian Bureau
of Stat ist ics show there are st i l l  more than 2.5 mi l l ion Austral ians who are
not onl ine.  Government pol icy to date has focused on making
telecommunicat ions widely accessible across Austral ia 's vast  landmass
and dispersed populat ion.  St i l l ,  fa i lure to consider equi ty of  access
across economic,  social ,  and spat ia l  l ines means many people are lef t
behind. 

https://www.digitalinclusion.org/definitions/
https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/TLS_ADII_Report-2020_WebU.pdf
https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/TLS_ADII_Report-2020_WebU.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/1001.0~2016-17~Main%20Features~The%202016%20Census%20of%20Population%20and%20Housing~10009
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SERVICE RELIABILITY
Question 4: How do service rel iabil i ty issues impact on regional
communities and businesses? How do outages, including in natural
disasters,  impact on communities and businesses?

Austral ians have a 1 in 6 est imated l i fet ime exposure to natural  d isasters,
wi th c l imate change inf luencing weather patterns and accelerat ing
extreme weather events (Austral ian Inst i tute of  Disaster Resi l ience,
2021).  In part icular,  bushf i re weather condi t ions are projected to increase
in f requency and sever i ty in the coming years,  wi th Austral ia ’s eastern
states expected to exper ience more prolonged and more severe f i re
seasons Austral ian Inst i tute of  Disaster Resi l ience, 2021).  Victor ia is one
of the three most f i re-prone areas in the wor ld.

The 2009 Black Saturday f i res are of ten cal led ‘ the worst  natural  d isaster
in Austral ian history’  and resul ted in the greatest  loss of  l i fe f rom a
bushf i re s ince sett lement,  wi th 173 deaths.  A further 414 people were
injured, and 2029 houses were destroyed. Conducted over two years
fol lowing the Black Saturday f i res,  qual i tat ive research from Gender and
Disaster Austral ia highl ights the cr i t ical  ro le of  te lecommunicat ions in
regional  communit ies both dur ing and af ter  a disaster.  According to
Gender and Disaster Austral ia ’s The Way He Tel ls I t  research report ,
mobi le phones were essent ia l  for  communicat ion when landl ines were
impacted or the power was out wi th many women using mobi le devices to
warn of  impending threats,  pass on safety advice,  and check on each
others’  wel lbeing. However,  the lack of  re l iable mobi le phone services in
regional  and rural  communit ies lef t  many people wi thout a v i ta l
communicat ion channel .  

 “One of my main concerns was to try and contact our son... we had to
drive until we got the signal on the mobile because that was the only

communication”
 

- Kate
The Way He Tells It research participant

https://www.vic.gov.au/how-well-do-you-know-fire
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/thisday/feb7/black-saturday-bushfires-australia/#:~:text=The%20fires%20also%20destroyed%202%2C029,natural%20disaster%20in%20Australia%27s%20history.&text=The%20fires%20were%20not%20fully%20contained%20or%20extinguished%20until%20March%2014.
http://www.genderanddisaster.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Doc-005-The-Way-He-Tells-it1.pdf
http://www.genderanddisaster.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Doc-005-The-Way-He-Tells-it1.pdf
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 “You can’t get onto 000 or anyone, and we lost our towers so we lost
our phone. Over the next few hours, we could get texts through but
that was about it” 

- Sally
The Way He Tells It research participant

There were no protocols in place  for  f i rst  responders on the ground
to communicate wi th their  counterparts in other States.  
Each state used  different radio frequencies  to communicate wi th in
their  teams, so none of  the teams on opposi te borders could l is ten to
each other ’s communicat ions.  
There were signif icant communications blackspots  in Victor ia that
were both there or ig inal ly and were also created by towers being
destroyed. The CFA was unable to communicate their  posi t ions or
other informat ion wi th uni ts just  up the road from each other.  

In addi t ion to cr i t ical  communicat ion channels for  local  residents,  service
rel iabi l i ty  issues and non- integrated radio systems put f i rst  responders at
increased r isk.  Metropol i tan Pol ice and emergency service vehic les
operat ing on digi ta l  radio communicat ions could not communicate wi th the
analog systems used by regional  and rural  services.  Despi te sustained
efforts to improve regional  te lecommunicat ions rel iabi l i ty  in the decade
since the Black Saturday f i res,  regional  te lecommunicat ions were again
impacted dur ing the devastat ing 2019-2020 Black Summer bushf i res.   

Women’s Heal th Goulburn North East at tending a ser ies of  network
meet ings and community feedback forums in the 12 months fo l lowing the
f i res,  fur ther highl ight ing te lecommunicat ions chal lenges for communit ies
and f i rst  responders on the ground in regional  and rural  communit ies.  In
part icular,  wi th the f i re moving between New South Wales and Victor ia,
emergency management services expressed frustrat ion at  the lack of
coordinated and rel iable te lecommunicat ions for  cross-border operat ions.

Three key issues emerged in the consul tat ions: 
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We support  the Emergency Management Operat ional  Communicat ions
Program to develop a s ingle,  integrated communicat ions system, and we
urge the Federal  Government to maintain sustained funding for th is v i ta l
t ransi t ion.  However,  we advocate for  t imel ines to be brought forward to
address the immediate r isk to regional  communit ies as the 2021-2022
f i re season approaches. In addi t ion,  long term publ ic funding for open
access mobi le network expansion in rural  and regional  Austral ia would
ensure equi table connect iv i ty for  regional  and rural  communit ies.   

Addi t ional ly,  we cal l  for  immediate investment in al ternat ive
telecommunicat ions solut ions for  regional  and rural  communit ies at  r isk
of disaster.  According to research, the distr ibut ion of  smart  renewable
energy micro-gr id systems can mit igate the impacts of  service
disrupt ions and faci l i tate rapid service restorat ion,  a iding community
disaster resi l ience and providing al ternat ive opportuni t ies for  regional
economic development.  Addi t ional ly,  the instal lat ion of  emergency-use
publ ic phones and mobi le lending services has been tr ia led by the NTT
Group in Japan. This approach could provide viable addi t ional
te lecommunicat ions support  in regional  Austral ian communit ies impacted
by disasters and could be rol led out alongside Telstra 's campaign to
make payphone cal ls f ree around Austral ia.   

Question 5: How might such impacts be addressed to ensure greater
rel iabil i ty?

https://files.emv.vic.gov.au/2021-05/EM%20Operational%20Communications%20Program.pdf
https://accan.org.au/accans-work/rural-regional-remote-coalition
https://accan.org.au/accans-work/rural-regional-remote-coalition
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/298725148_Energy_and_Communication_Infrastructure_for_Disaster_Resilience_in_Rural_and_Regional_Australia
https://group.ntt/en/csr/communication/safety/03.html
https://exchange.telstra.com.au/why-were-making-payphones-free-for-calls-around-australia/
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The COVID-19 pandemic prompted the rapid digi ta l  t ransformat ion of
essent ia l  government,  economic,  social ,  and cul tural  services in
response to publ ic heal th orders and extended lockdowns. The
digi t isat ion of  Austral ia ’s service economy – including for work,  heal th,
educat ion and access to government services – has sped up digi ta l
adopt ion by several  years.  Digi ta l  t ransformat ion has long been a pol icy
object ive of  the Austral ian government.  St i l l ,  the speed at  which this has
occurred is exacerbat ing the digi ta l  d iv ide and creates uneven outcomes
for communit ies across the country.   

As wi th al l  th ings,  there is a dist inct  gendered element to digi ta l
exclusion in Austral ia.  Across the country,  women are less digi ta l ly
included than men, ref lect ive of  the global  t rend. Young Austral ian
women were hardest hi t  by COVID-19 related job losses, represent ing
one-third of  a l l  job losses in women’s employment.  Addi t ional ly,  low
levels of  d ig i ta l  l i teracy present a s igni f icant barr ier  for  women from
cultural ly and l inguist ical ly diverse (CALD) backgrounds access to jobs,
heal thcare and essent ia l  government services.  For al l  Austral ian women,
the l ink between onl ine safety and digi ta l  inclusion is cr i t ical .  The
Austral ian eSafey Commission reports that  70% of people report ing
image-based onl ine abuse are women.   

With digi ta l  exclusion intersect ing wi th a range of  other social  and
economic factors,  i t  is  cr i t ical  to approach future te lecommunicat ions
pol icy through a social  just ice lens.  Put s imply,  a social  just ice approach
to te lecommunicat ions includes ensur ing al l  people have equi table
access to and can benef i t  f rom the digi ta l  economy. The Good
Foundat ion Austral ia has publ ished a br i l l iant ,  comprehensive report
t i t led Digi ta l  Nat ion Austral ia,  which we strongly endorse. 

COVID-19
Question 6: How did the use of digital  services change for regional
consumers and businesses during the response to the COVID-19
pandemic? What insights for future service delivery does this
provide?

https://scoa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Supporting-the-digital-inclusion-of-new-migrants-and-refugees.pdf
https://scoa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Supporting-the-digital-inclusion-of-new-migrants-and-refugees.pdf
https://www.esafety.gov.au/women/online-abuse-targeting-women
https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org.au/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/08/GoodThingsFoundation_DigitalNation_Report_Final_-August.pdf
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Although more research is required to fu l ly  understand the ful l  impact of
COVID-19 on the digi ta l  d iv ide,  i t  is  c lear that  af fordable digi ta l  access
and digi ta l  ski l ls  are cr i t ical  to fu l ly  part ic ipate in Austral ian l i fe.  As the
OECD highl ights,  br idging the digi ta l  d iv ide and pr ior i t is ing equi table
digi ta l  t ransformat ion is required to ensure al l  people benef i t  equal ly
from the digi ta l  economy and are resi l ient  for  the post-COVID-19 future.
Furthermore, the goal  of  del iver ing equi table digi ta l  t ransformat ion al igns
with Austral ia ’s commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals,  in
part icular,  SDG 10: Reduced Inequal i t ies.   

REGIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Question 9: What role could innovation, including new models,
alternative investors or new ways of doing business play to
encourage investment in regional telecommunications infrastructure?

In a 2018 submission to the Regional  Telecommunicat ions Independent
Review Commit tee, the Better Internet for  Rural ,  Regional  and Remote
Austral ia made a number of  innovat ive recommendat ions for  new models
of te lecommunicat ions equi ty and al ternat ive investment opt ions.
Women’s Heal th Goulburn North East endorses this wel l - researched,
community- led submission and encourages the 2021 review team to
revis i t  these recommendat ions.  In part icular,  we support  the fo l lowing
three key recommendat ions highl ighted on the fol lowing page. 

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/sites/default/files/submissions/better_internet_for_rural_regional_remote_australia_birrr.pdf?acsf_files_redirect
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01. REGIONAL TECH HUB

02. DIGITAL LITERACY PROGRAM

03. CENTRE FOR DIGITAL INNOVATION

Develop and fund an independent Regional Tech Hub to support, advise
and provide relevant information to regional consummers. This initiatve
would be funded by levy funding from existing telecommunications
providers and be structured on a similar basis to the Australian
Communications Consumer Action Network.  

Roll out a funded digital literacy program in regional areas, focusing on
supporting consumers to get online and stay connected. This program
should work towards bridging the digital divide in regional Australia and
promote a safe, equitable and inclusive digital economy.

Develop a Centre for Digital Innovation that can research and educate
on digital tools and advancements in regional Australia. This program
should work towards bridging the digital divide in regional Australia and
promote a safe, equitable and inclusive digital economy.

https://accan.org.au/
https://accan.org.au/
https://digitalinclusionindex.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/TLS_ADII_Report-2020_WebU.pdf
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For further information, please contact:

Policy and Advocacy Officer, WHGNE
whealth@whealth.com.au
03 5722 3009


