
Sun sinks slowly on analogue
The Spectrum  M anagem ent Agency is preparing the way for the closure o f analogue

m obile phone services.

he Spectrum  M anagem ent 
Agency (SMA) has em erged 
from a m eeting in Canberra 

on 23 August with industry, regula­
tory and public interest groups, with 
a brief from m eeting participants to 
coordinate a m anagem ent plan for 
the closure of the AMPS (analogue) 
band of the radiofrequency spec­
trum, which is to be closed by 1 
January 2000. The m eeting included 
representatives from the three m o­
bile service carriers, the ACCC, 
ATUG, the TIO, the Consumers Tel­
ecom m unications Network and the 
National Farmers Federation.

The SMA informed the meeting 
of its intention to phase out the use 
of the spectrum  nationally during 
the period up to the closure date, but 
to continue the service up to 2000 in 
all locations w here an analogue serv­
ice is currently provided. After this 
time, the 2.7 million analogue users 
w ho w ish to continue a m obile 
phone service will need to connect 
with a GSM (digital) network, which 
currently supports approxim ately 
one quarter that num ber. If the SMA’s 
plans are approved by the Minister, 
it will end speculation that the gov­
ernm ent may retain the analogue 
service in som e rural and rem ote 
areas w here the GSM service does 
not reach.

The reason  for the  analogue 
phase-out is that in 1992, following 
an AUSTEL report, the governm ent 
elected to adopt GSM in preference 
to AMPS as the standard for mobile 
telephony. At that time, GSM was in 
a relatively em bryonic stage of de­
velopm ent, and it was thought likely 
to em erge as a better technology. It 
is also asserted that GSM was consid­
ered to assist the aims of a com peti­
tive environm ent, for while AMPS

w as designed with two bands (al­
though both are used by Telstra’s 
MobileNet service), the GSM service 
can accom m odate up  to five com pet­
ing carriers.

Although m any users now  argue 
for the retention of the AMPS bands 
in areas w here GSM provides inad­
equate coverage, the Governm ent 
faces ap p aren tly  insurm ountab le  
pressure from GSM carriers not to do 
so. O ptus and V odaphone paid large 
licence fees to operate GSM services, 
and have since comm itted consider­
able investment in reliance on the 
governm ent’s comm itm ent to close 
the AMPS band.

g:: Priority issues

At the meeting, the following priority
issues w ere identified:
• the developm ent of a m anage­

m ent plan for the phasing out of 
the AMPS band, in consultation 
w ith those organisations present 
at the meeting;

• the expansion of AUSTEL's quality 
of service criteria covering the AMPS 
and GSM bands of spectrum.

• the determ ination by AUSTEL’s 
N um bering Advisory Committee 
o f an  im plem en tab le  num ber 
portability solution;

• the resolution of existing prob­

lems of interference associated 
with the GSM service, such  as 
that experienced by users of hear­
ing aids; and

• maintenance of an am ount of spec­
trum  to act as a ‘buffer’ in the 
possible event of the GSM band 
becom ing congested.

O n the  latter po in t, p artic ipan ts  
stressed the need for spectrum  that is 
to be w ithdraw n not to be allocated 
for other purposes until it is certain 
that it is not needed  during the phas­
ing out process. •

The telecom m unications industry 
is keenly awaiting the G overnm ent’s 
plans for the use of the vacated 800 
MHz band, not the least because this 
will affect bidding strategies for the 
forthcoming auction of the 1.8 GHz 
band. The SMA has acknow ledged 
that this auction, p lanned  for the sec­
ond half of next year, cannot proceed 
until this m atter is settled (see ‘PCS: 
the upw ardly m obile p hones’ in this 
issue).

Regarding the timing of num ber 
portability, the im m ediate issue is not 
w hether portability can be achieved 
by 2000, but w hether an adequate 
plan can be developed in sufficient 
time to allow for the solution to be 
used to aid transition of users to GSM 
preceding the analogue sunset. Such 
publicity must be accom panied by a 
w idespread education cam paign - 
w hose timing m ust surely need  to be 
a m atter of negotiation with the carri­
ers, industry associations and con­
sum er organisations - advising peo ­
ple of the im pending AMPS closure.

The parties to the Canberra m eet­
ing will m eet again in late Novem ber 
to m onitor progress on the priority 
issues, then again in April next year 
and thereafter as needed  AG
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