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Broadband over Power Line

BPL continues to gain support in Australia.  The Federal Government has recently directed considerable funding in order to improve broadband infrastructure in regional Australia.  A portion of that funding will be targeted to new broadband delivery models such as BPL.  On the other hand, a wide range of radiocommunications users including land mobile, aviation, broadcasting, law enforcement, emergency services and defence have expressed their concerns about the interference potential of BPL 

Tasmanian energy provider Aurora Energy is in the final stages of a commercial trial.  

By demonstrating economic viability of their model, Aurora aims to encourage energy providers on Australia’s mainland to also adopt BPL technology. 

Aurora has recently acquired a Telecommunications Carrier Licence and is about to move from the commercial trial stage to a more widespread rollout of BPL in Tasmania.

Other utilities on mainland Australia have evaluated BPL technology in a number of small trials both for broadband delivery and power distribution network monitoring and control.

In Australia no BPL emission limits exist other than generic EMC limits, which the WIA (and many others) believe are unsuitable for regulating emissions from BPL enabled power lines. 

The regulator, the Australian Communications and Media Authority, ACMA, embarked on a public consultation process with stakeholders during the year. The WIA has been an active participant in ACMA’s (formerly the ACA) previous work to provide a framework for trials of BPL systems.  ACMA has recently notified the WIA of a forthcoming review of the BPL trial guidelines and has invited the WIA’s participation in this process.  The WIA is an important stakeholder in this debate and is taken seriously by ACMA, as are others.

However, the Guidelines do not apply when the BPL provider is operating under a Telecommunications Carrier Licence, or when the BPL system has moved beyond the trial stage.  Therefore, Aurora Energy will no longer be bound by the BPL Trial Guidelines, including the requirements for notification of the BPL trial to licensed radiocommunications users. 

Legislative interference provisions such as s.197 of the Australian Radiocommunications Act 1992 will still apply.

The WIA concludes that the government, through ACMA, is not keen to introduce regulation which may impede the development alternative broadband technologies such as BPL.

Radiocommunications users find themselves in a very difficult position where the regulator is not keen to act and the legislation is somewhat weak. 

In any case, the WIA believes premature regulation in Australia would most likely be favourable to BPL, would add legitimacy to and encourage more investment in the technology, and would probably be to our disadvantage.  However this is a strategy is based on the assumption that newly emerging technical and economic information concerning BPL will continue to be largely negative, and if not our position may change at any time. 

The WIA believes the success or failure of BPL in Australia will be largely determined by market forces.  Recently announced expansion plans and pricing strategies of existing Telco’s are making life difficult for new entrants into the broadband market.  Truly portable wireless broadband services are expected to take a growing share of the Australian broadband market, (and a growing share of spectrum). 

Many believe the window of opportunity for BPL is closing, and the market for BPL could be limited to regional towns, city fringe areas, and niche markets, (where the major Telco’s are not so strong). It’s no accident that Tasmania, a State lagging in broadband access, was selected for the first BPL commercial trial.

The WIA continues to educate as many people as possible about the negative aspects of the technology at every opportunity, backed up by technical evaluation of active BPL trials. The WIA believes its opposition to BPL in Australia has been effective in highlighting technological risk, and in some cases may have delayed further investment.

Tasmanian amateurs have been particularly effective in measuring the interference from BPL trials in Tasmania and have clearly demonstrating that 200Mbps DS2 technology still has very significant interference emission. The interference potential of BPL is now clearly understood by all stakeholders and the regulator.

The WIA expects greater numbers of radio amateurs may be adversely affected by BPL interference, and that those radio amateurs will wish to lodge interference complaints with ACMA and the BPL trial operators.

However, ACMA advise that they have already investigated a number of complaints from radio amateurs of BPL interference which were found to be from non-BPL related sources. This is of concern to the WIA as wrongly based interference complaints from radio amateurs could be very damaging to our position.

The WIA believes that the responsiveness to, and efficiency in handling of, BPL interference complaints lodged by radio amateurs will be improved if complaints undergo a technical and administrative review process prior to being lodged with ACMA and the BPL trial operator. 

Recently the WIA introduced a BPL Interference Advisory Service for all Australian amateurs.  The service is to be provided by and funded by the WIA, available to all Australian radio amateurs, providing validation of interference as likely coming from a BPL source, and assistance in preparing and lodging an effective interference complaint. The service will be accessed via the WIA website.

The WIA believes that it is likely that access BPL will be introduced into Australia in some medium to low population density areas.  Where it is introduced it will likely be an unwanted feature for many years.  It is possible that the greatest threat from BPL to Australian radio amateurs may come from niche markets or in-house BPL applications such as Home Plug, wide area security systems, high rise building broadband distribution, etc, rather than wide scale access BPL.

The WIA would particularly like to acknowledge the work of the ARRL and their Ed Hare, W1RFI.
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