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The Internet is a social phenomenon rendering all people potentially equal in international data communication.  However, countries, be they foreign or domestic, are independent political entities and as such try to enforce their own concepts of data communication through regulations.  Australia, as a governed country, is not too dissimilar to the United States.

Comparing the two countries, we find similar monopoly-controlled hardware that had to be regulated by the government to reduce costs to the consumer, legislation that partially dictates how the Internet should be used, and an interest in worldwide data communication.

Both countries allow personal freedom and have a wide use of electronic data communication.  In March of this year, Australia had 5.2 million Internet subscribers, with subscribers shifting over the last year from dial-up to non-dial-up.  Service was provided by 694 ISPs. (8153.0 Internet Activity, 2004)  The United States had 159 million Internet users in 2002, with 115,311,958 Internet hosts directly connected to the data communication network. (The World Fact Book, 2004)  How does data communication work in these countries?

The United States government regulated AT&T's Bell System through AT&T's Divestiture in 1984 and the Telecommunication Act of 1996.  The Australia government regulated Telstra and its network infrastructure through the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission.  Most of the infrastructure still belongs to Telstra.  In 1997, the Australian Communications Authority (ACA) became responsible for telecommunications in Australia, which is equivalent to the United States' Federal Communications Commission (FCC).  (Needham, 2004)

Because government regulation came earlier in the United States, connection to the Internet is still more expensive in Australia for both commercial and home use.  About telecommunications in the United States and Australia, Kim Needham, an Australian programmer who has traveled to the United States twice, said, "Yours are much more extensive and less expensive.  Generally it's traffic monitored here and around 8-10 cents/Meg.  Depending on the pipe the ISP has and the allowable traffic is how much they then provide 'with' the account, but full unlimited is expensive. I.e. for a comparison it's around $40/month for 'cheap' DSL which is 256k download."  (Needham, 2004)

Both Australia and the United States have laws relating to Internet usage by their citizens, too.  Australia has anti-porn legislation and the United States has child protection and anti-spam legislation.

Australia has the Australian Broadcasting Services Amendment (Online Services) Bill.  This law states that offending material (implying porn) may not be hosted in Australia and that ISPs are responsible for preventing access to it.  Unfortunately, due to the wording of the Bill, this means that Australian server providers have to monitor their customer content and that they are liable for cracked sites and potential foreigners who host such material within Australia.  It also means that porn-free websites may be censored due to general domain blocking by ISPs.  (Burgess, G., & Parkinson, A., 1999)

The United States has the Child Online Protection Act and more recently, the Can Spam Act.  The Child Online Protection Act (1998) criminalizes commercial material that is harmful to minors.  (The Legal Challenge to the Child Online Protection Act, 2004)  The Can Spam Act makes fraudulent, unsolicited commercial email illegal.  The Federal Trade Commission (FTC) maintains a database of spam email which consumers add to by forwarding deceptive emails to spam@uce.gov.  Of interest, the second legal action taken under the Can Spam Act was filed against Global Web Promotions, an enterprise out of Australia and New Zealand. (FTC Announces First Can-Spam Act Cases, 2004)


Both countries are interested in international data communication and how they might use it as well as be affected by it.  Both Australia and the United States are part of the International Telecommunications Union (ITU).  (ITU Global Directory, 2004)  ITU began in 1985 regulating telegraph networks and continues to coordinate modern telecommunications networks and services around the world.  For example, ITU manages "radio-based systems like cellular phones and pagers, aircraft and maritime navigation systems, scientific research stations, satellite communication systems and radio and television broadcasting" (Helping the World Communicate - Purposes, 2004) and ensures they can function safely and universally worldwide.  (Helping the World Communicate - Foreword, 2004)

Australia is also part of the Asia-Pacific Telecommunity (APT) which centralizes efforts to strengthen and improve telecommunication services and information infrastructure in that region.  (Asia-Pacific Telecommunity, 2004)

Both countries are trying to reach the same goals as political entities but with slightly different approaches in how they are regulating and controlling the use of their data communication networks.  The people of both countries benefit from involvement in the international community.  No matter how similar their data communications and legislation are, though, Australian voice communications will always have a much funnier accent!
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