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20th May 2019.
The Manager,
Economic Advisory Section,

Spectrum Allocations Branch,

Australian Communications & Media Authority,

PO Box 13112,

Law Courts PO.,

Melbourne   Vic   8010

Reference – Reconfiguring the 900 MHz band – Options paper.

ARCIA (Australian Radio Communications Industry Association) is pleased to provide a formal response to this discussion paper, the purpose of which is to provide an industry perspective regarding one particular aspect of the proposed band plan changes. We refer to the spectrum allocation proposal for Public Safety Mobile Broadband (PSMB) in Australia.
As background ARCIA represents a significant segment of the radio communications market in the design, manufacture, delivery and support of business critical and mission critical organisations. Our industry and members are totally focused and support these organisations that range from first responders, essential transportation, security and small business who rely totally on the provision of “instant, must work, group based radio communications” to function. PSMB will become equally as important for our public safety agencies as we move into the future of technological advances.
Our specific concerns are raised in Question 9 of the discussion paper –

The ACMA is aware that due to public safety mobile broadband (PSMB) negotiations there is a request to set aside 2 x 5 MHz of spectrum for a PSMB network. While the lot location for this spectrum in the 850 MHz expansion band has not been identified, it is expected that the remaining blocks at the top or bottom of the band would be put to market. Do stakeholders have a view on the relative technical efficiency of the remaining blocks of spectrum for carrier services?

As far back as 2013 in our response to the ‘Exploring Options’ discussion paper we raised concerns about the amount of spectrum proposed to be allocated for PSMB utilisation. The underlying basis for the amount of spectrum was based on an informal survey of PSA’s by ACMA staff on the expected amount of their operations that would operate with the support of mobile data, this was done during 2012 which is now seven years ago. The suggestion then was that the PSA’s would need no more than 3 MHz of bandwidth to cover all possible requirements, therefore an allocation of 2 x 5 MHz would more than cover the needs of the PSA’s. 
If we now consider the changes in operational methods of PSA’s and our first responders, we are certain that the expectation of needs would be much greater than those of seven years ago. As an instance, subsequent to the 9/11 tragedy in the United States their Government started the process of evaluating what the needs might be for a national public safety mobile data network. The First Responder Network Authority was established and the process moved on from there to the establishment of FirstNet in March 2017 and the subsequent rolling out of network access. In the two years since the establishment of FirstNet there are now over 600,000 devices operating on that network, much higher than any of the original estimates.
It is our strong belief that any survey of mobile data requitements of PSA’s in Australia now would result in much higher estimates of potential use. This is further exacerbated by the number of public safety application programs (Apps) now being developed in overseas networks ranging from FirstNet in the USA, to the ESN network in the UK and SafeNet in South Korea. All of these new PSMB networks are encouraging new applications to assist public safety based on real use of mobile data, these developments are going to result in even more need for bandwidth for our PSA’s in the future. Even if, as per present indications, the local jurisdictions choose to run a network based on commercial carrier services, the ability to bring additional spectrum to the relevant carrier similar to the FirstNet AT&T format offers public benefits. The alternative format could be to allow the PSA’s to have the ability to operate either a hybrid network or have a small-cell operation at incidents by utilising their own PSMB spectrum.  

As the market for mobile broadband for our public carriers has developed over time and their actual usage has surpassed their initial forecasts many times over, so too will the advent of real-world mobile data increase the demand and usage for our PSA’s. The concept of mobile data benefits has changed dramatically over the past ten years and the ability of PSA’s with little real use of data seven years ago to forecast future usage was limited. Our Association believes that the ACMA would be remiss not to consider this fact as part of the review of the 850 MHz and 900 MHz bands being done at present.

There is a window of opportunity to ensure that our public safety agencies and first responders have the tools they will need for the safety and benefit of the Australian public for many years to come – please review the PSMB allocation while it can still be done without major expense or dislocation of businesses.

Although there ae other questions raised in the options paper, we do not see any of them being of the same relevance to the issues raised in Question 9, therefore we offer no other comment.

Yours sincerely,

Australian Radio Communications Industry Association (ACIA) Inc.

Ian Miller – Executive Officer
The voice of the wireless communications industry
Australian Radio Communications Industry Association
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