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Recommendations

This submission recommends:

1. The Australian Government implement spectrum coverage obligations on Mobile
Network Operators (MNOs) through amended carrier licence conditions, equivalent
in value to the real discount received by MNOs through the Expiring Spectrum
Licences (ESL) process.

a. Coverage obligations should be designed in consultation with state and
local governments and communities impacted by poor mobile coverage.

b. To ensure compliance with the obligations, MNOs should be required to
provide evidence to demonstrate their achievement of obligations at set
dates through the duration of the licence.

c. ESL coverage obligations should also be informed by the findings of the
National Audit of Mobile Coverage and other sources of information on
coverage gaps.

2. The Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) make public the
advice by Plum Consulting, Frontier Economics, and lan Martin Advisory (with Flat
Rock Consulting) concerning the use of an appropriate Weighted Average Cost of
Capital.

3. The ACMA make public the real value of the ESLs as previously acquired through
various auctions, renewals and apparatus licence conversions prior to the next

stage of the ESL process.

4. The ACMA maintain the use of upfront spectrum payments in the ESL process.

About this submission

The Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) is pleased to provide this
submission to the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) on the Expiring
spectrum licences (stage 4) — updated preliminary views on pricing consultation paper. Our
submission is accompanied by an expert note from UNSW Business School Professor Richard
Holden which has been commissioned by ACCAN.
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1. Introduction

In the Australian Communications and Media Authority’s (ACMA) Expiring spectrum licences (stage
4) - updated preliminary views on pricing consultation paper, the ACMA maintained its view that
Expiring Spectrum Licences (ESLs) should be renewed rather than auctioned.

Spectrum is a finite public resource which underpins access to mobile connectivity across Australia.
The framework for planning and allocating spectrum underpins the efficient delivery of
communications services in the interests of taxpayers, small businesses, and consumers as end
users of spectrum. The allocation of spectrum should properly reflect its economic value and
promote competition in the development of new wireless technologies and services. As spectrum is
valuable and finite, market participants have commercial interests in justifying their need for
spectrum. It is crucial that spectrum allocation frameworks consider future demand and critically
evaluate how best to advance the long-term public interest over time.

Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) notes that the ACMA has revised its
estimate of the market value of ESLs after its engagement with DotEcon to $7.3 billion.” This
valuation is lower than the nominal $8.2 billion paid when these licences were previously acquired
through various auctions, renewals and apparatus licence conversions.? Accurately valuing spectrum
is critical to facilitate its efficient allocation. While ACCAN'’s preferred approach to valuing ESLs is to
undertake a competitive auction process, which would reveal the true market value of ESLs, we
support refinements to the ACMA’s methodology that facilitate a more accurate valuation of
spectrum assets.

Mobile Network Operators (MNOs) provided with discounted access to a finite public asset which
enables them to operate profitable businesses should be subject to obligations which hold them
accountable to the consumers that use their services, especially in regional, rural and remote (RRR)
areas. However, MNOs have not made any commitments to translate the discount received through
the ESL process to benefit consumers through either additional infrastructure investments or a
reduction in retail prices.

Conversely, MNOs have materially reduced their investment in terrestrial mobile infrastructure over
the past decade® and ACCAN does not consider that MNOs would invest significant amounts in
terrestrial mobile infrastructure if their costs were reduced, through lower spectrum costs or
otherwise. MNOs are therefore unlikely to translate ESL discounts into meaningful network
investments in RRR areas to the benefit of consumers.

T Australian Communications and Media Authority, Expiring Spectrum Licences (Stage 4) - Updated Preliminary Views on Pricing (17
December 2025) 2 <https://www.acma.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-12/es|_stage_4_-_updated_preliminary_views_on_pricing.pdf>.

2 Australian Communications and Media Authority, ‘Expiring Spectrum Licences (Stage 3) — Preliminary Views' (Consultation Paper, April
2025) 3 <https://www.acma.gov.au/consultations/2025-04/expiring-spectrum-licences-stage-3-preliminary-views>.

3 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Mobile Infrastructure Report 2025 (Report, November 2025) Table 3.1.




Barring such commitments, the only conclusion that can be reached is that the intention of industry
stakeholders is to retain any windfall gains from reduced spectrum pricing in the form of increased
profits, at the expense of communications consumers. ACCAN considers that the Australian
Government should implement coverage obligations on MNOs through amended carrier licence
conditions to drive further private investment in RRR terrestrial mobile infrastructure. Coverage
obligations should be equivalent in value to the real discount received by MNOs through the renewal
of ESLs.*

Further, ACCAN is concerned that key elements of the ACMA's evidence base have not been
published through the ESL process which is usual process for other regulators. For example, the
Weighted Average Cost of Capital (WACC) is an important input in determining a fair price for ESLs.
However, the ACMA has not made public advice concerning the determination of an appropriate
WACC for ESLs. This is deeply concerning to ACCAN and unnecessarily restricts stakeholders’ ability
to engage with the ESL process.

2. Background

Since the ACMA proposed to renew ESLs, ACCAN has released two policy positions on the allocation
of spectrum resources. ACCAN's ‘Allocating spectrum in the consumer interest’ policy position
advocated that MNOs should provide legally binding commitments to meaningful investments in their
respective mobile networks or retail price reductions equivalent to the discount they may receive from
renewed ESLs.> ACCAN's ‘Spectrum Coverage Obligations’ policy position recommends that the
Australian Government should implement coverage obligations on MNOs through amended carrier
licence conditions equivalent in value to the real discount received by MNOs through ESL renewal.®

The New South Wales (NSW) Telco Authority has supported enforceable licence conditions for
‘roaming for emergency services across all networks, priority and pre-emption during emergencies,
and resilience standards’ in the absence of the reservation of ESLs for emergency use.” In February
2026, a representative from the NSW Telco Authority noted that ‘if pricing pressure is eased for
carriers, it should be balanced by guaranteed and measurable delivery of public safety and coverage
outcomes’.® We support the reservation of ESLs for public safety and the NSW Telco Authority’s call
for enforceable licence conditions.

4 ACCAN, ‘Spectrum Coverage Obligations’ (Policy Position, 2026) <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-s-position-papers/spectrum-coverage-
obligations>.

5 ACCAN, ‘Allocating Spectrum in the Consumer Interest’ (Policy Position, 2025) <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-s-position-
papers/allocating-spectrum-in-the-consumer-interest>.

6 ACCAN, ‘Spectrum Coverage Obligations’ (Policy Position, 2026) <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-s-position-papers/spectrum-coverage-
obligations>.

7 NSW Telco Authority, ‘Australia Is Running out of Time to Secure Spectrum for Public Safety | NSW Government’
<https://www.nsw.gov.au/news/australia-running-out-of-time-to-secure-spectrum-for-public-safety>.

8 Communications Day, ‘COMMSDAY FORUM DAY 1 WRAP: What Minister Wells, Telstra, Vocus, TPG, BAI, Bevan Slattery, Pivotel + more
said’ (Newsletter, February 2026) 10.




We consider that spectrum reservations should be pursued to maximise community benefit, through
the public safety reservation proposed by the NSW Telco Authority and supported by the First Nations
Digital Inclusion Advisory Group (FNDIAG). FNDIAG's First Nations Digital Inclusion Roadmap
recommended:

e The Australian Government engages with the ACMA on options for improving the availability
of spectrum for First Nations communities as part of the ESL process.

e The Australian Government engages with the ACMA on how spectrum allocation can be
reprioritised to ensure allocation to First Nations services in large population centres where
there is currently no First Nations radio presence. This could include re-prioritisation of
spectrum.

e The Australian Government engages with the ACMA on how to make spectrum available for
Digital Terrestrial Television.

e The ACMA ensure First Nations representation in their forums to ensure ongoing input from
First Nations perspectives, including reviews and processes related to spectrum allocation
and use.

e The ACMA agree to ongoing First Nations representation at the executive decision-making
level.®

ACCAN supports these recommendations of the FNDIAG and encourages the ACMA to examine
options for reserving spectrum in order to improve the availability of spectrum for First Nations
communities as part of the ESL process.

3.  Contradictory claims about investment risk poor outcomes

In submissions to the ESL Stage 3 — Preliminary views consultation paper, MNOs proposed pricing
ESLs conservatively and claimed that high prices for the renewal of ESLs will adversely affect the
ability of MNOs to invest back into the network. MNOs and industry representatives also repeatedly
expressed a lack of support for competitively auctioning ESLs to efficiently allocate spectrum
resources to their best and highest use.

Every dollar we spend on spectrum renewal competes directly with network buildout and
other capital investments.’® - Telstra

If set too high [ESL prices], it risks market consolidation, reduced investment, and delayed
infrastructure deployment — particularly in regional areas.” — Optus

9 First Nations Digital Inclusion Advisory Group, 'First Nations Digital Inclusion Roadmap 2026 and beyond' (Report, 2024) 27
<https://www.digitalinclusion.gov.au/roadmap>.

10 Telstra, ‘Expiring Spectrum Licences: Stage 3 submission’ (Submission, June 2025) 2.
i Optus, ‘Submission in response to ACMA Consultation Paper Expiring Spectrum Licences — Stage 3’ (Submission, June 2025) 3.




Every dollar MNOs save on spectrum payments would ultimately be spent on network
infrastructure and improving end-user experiences.'?> — TPG Telecom

MNOs' claims that paying more for spectrum will divert funds away from mobile network investments
are directly contradicted by recent comments from Luke Coleman, the CEO of the Australian
Telecommunications Alliance.

Mr Coleman stated:

We have reached the geographic and economic edge of where telcos are willing to invest in
terrestrial mobile infrastructure.™

Mr Coleman further noted that:

Each subsequent round of that program [the Mobile Black Spot Program (MBSP)], the amount
of investment that industry is willing to contribute has tapered off to effectively zero.™

ACCAN notes that no commitments have been made by MNOs to pass on savings from discounted
ESL renewal through to consumers. Accordingly, reducing spectrum license fees in a bid to increase
network investment is likely to result in minimal public benefit through additional infrastructure
investment, with MNOs paying progressively less - not more - in fees.’®

For example, when subject to questioning by the Australian Financial Review, Telstra CEO and
Managing Director, Vicki Brady noted that:

Telstra was not providing any guarantees on exactly how it would spend any money saved on
spectrum costs.'®

ACCAN considers that these statements, and statements made by industry and industry
representatives since, indicate that without the imposition of coverage obligations, the prospect of
further material investments in RRR terrestrial network infrastructure is limited, notwithstanding
significant public subsidies being on offer through government co-funding schemes."”

Recent industry commentary since the release of the ACMA's preliminary views has not indicated any
intention to pass on the real or nominal discount in the form of increased investment in mobile
infrastructure, or the reduction of retail prices.

12 TPG Telecom, ‘Expiring Spectrum Licences Stage 3 TPG Telecom Submission to ACMA’ (Submission, June 2025) 8.

13 Australian Telecommunications Alliance, SIAA Policy and Strategy Forum Panel (Media Release, July 2025)
<https://www.austelco.org.au/siaa-policy-and-strategy-forum-panel/>.

4 Ibid.

15 ACCAN, ‘Allocating Spectrum in the Consumer Interest’ (Policy Position, 2025) <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-s-position-
papers/allocating-spectrum-in-the-consumer-interest>.

16 Higher Transmission Costs Will Push up Prices: Telstra’, Australian Financial Review (10 September 2025)
<https://www.afr.com/companies/telecommunications/higher-transmission-costs-will-push-up-prices-telstra-20250908-p5mtc9>.

17 ACCAN, ‘Allocating Spectrum in the Consumer Interest’ (Policy Position, 2025) <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-s-position-
papers/allocating-spectrum-in-the-consumer-interest>.



https://www.austelco.org.au/siaa-policy-and-strategy-forum-panel/
https://www.afr.com/companies/telecommunications/higher-transmission-costs-will-push-up-prices-telstra-20250908-p5mtc9

Conversely, industry representatives have indicated that MNOs’ ability to invest in mobile network
infrastructure, especially in RRR areas, will be negatively impacted by the ACMA’s spectrum valuation,
despite receiving a significant nominal and real discount on previously paid spectrum costs.

In Communications Day on 25 February 2026, CEO of the Australian Mobile Telecommunications
Association, Louise Hyland noted:

spectrum licensing was the number one issue affecting mobile network investment “or the
lack of it, especially in our regional areas”."®

In Communications Day on 6 February 2026, Luke Coleman noted that:
...every dollar spent on spectrum is a dollar that can’t be spent on network infrastructure.™
In Communications Day on 9 February 2026, a Telstra spokesperson noted that

Telstra intends to continue to invest — but high spectrum prices will force tough trade-offs
between managing our costs and investing in the future,” the spokesperson said.?°

In Communications Day on 31 October 2025, CEO of the Australian Mobile Telecommunications
Association, Louise Hyland noted:

Every dollar directed toward excessive spectrum costs is a dollar diverted from network
upgrades, coverage expansion, and innovation.?’

In Communications Day on 31 October 2025, Luke Coleman noted that

Higher priced spectrum ultimately puts at risk our capability to continue investing in network
upgrades and the regional infrastructure and services Australians deserve and expect.??

The above comments are in direct contrast to the demonstrated reality of mobile infrastructure
investment in RRR areas in recent years. MNOs have invested sparingly in terrestrial mobile
infrastructure in RRR areas since 2021 and current terrestrial mobile infrastructure investment in
outer regional, remote and very remote areas is largely underpinned by government co-funding.
Further, ACCAN notes potentially decreasing industry willingness to participate in these programs.

18 Communications Day, ‘COMMSDAY FORUM DAY 1 WRAP: What Minister Wells, Telstra, Vocus, TPG, BAIl, Bevan Slattery, Pivotel + more
said’ (Newsletter, February 2026) 10.

19 Communications Day, ‘Telecom sector strikes back on consumer group's spectrum lobbying’ (Newsletter, February 2026) 1.
20 communications Day, ‘MNOs hit back on ACCAN campaign for spectrum renewal obligations’ (Newsletter, February 2026) 2.
21 Communications Day, ‘Optus dominates Opensignal’s latest report with most wins for mobile experience’ (Newsletter, October 2025) 5.
22 1
Ibid 6.




Noting the material role of government funding in underpinning investment, and the absence of a
substantive commitment from industry participants to invest any reduction in ESL fees, the valuation
of spectrum licenses should seek to reflect their efficient price.

Valuing ESLs to reflect their efficient price will promote the efficient allocation and use of spectrum
assets in keeping with the objectives of the Radiocommunications Act 1992 (Cth). The objectives of
the Radiocommunications Act 1992 (Cth) Act are to promote the long-term public interest derived from
the use of the spectrum by providing for the management of the spectrum in a manner that:

(a) facilitates the efficient planning, allocation and use of the spectrum; and
(b) facilitates the use of the spectrum for:
(i) commercial purposes; and

(ii) defence purposes, national security purposes and other non-commercial purposes
(including public safety and community purposes); and

(c) supports the communications policy objectives of the Commonwealth Government.?

If the claim by MNOs that high spectrum prices will put network investment at risk and add pressure
to retail prices is being made in good faith, then MNOs should be prepared to back up this contention
by formal commitments to the Australian Government of sustained and measurable retail price
reductions or additional network investment.

4. Mobile infrastructure investment in RRR areas

ACCAN considers that far from a situation in which MNOs would invest significant amounts in
terrestrial mobile infrastructure if their costs were reduced, through lower spectrum costs or
otherwise, that in fact MNOs have materially reduced their investment in terrestrial mobile
infrastructure over the past decade.?

ACCAN observes a clear and growing dependence on public investment to support the growth of
mobile infrastructure for outer regional, remote and very remote areas of Australia. For example,
ACCAN has calculated that the percentage of new co-funded sites relative to total sites in outer
regional areas has risen from 50.5% to 58.9% between 2021 and 2025, and 30.6% to 59.6% in very
remote areas.?® Further, neither TPG and Optus invested in new sites in very remote areas in 2025,
and their investment activity in remote and outer regional areas remains limited.?

23 Radiocommunications Act 1992 (Cth) s.3.
24 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Mobile Infrastructure Report 2025 (Report, November 2025) Table 3.1.
25 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, ‘Mobile Infrastructure Report 2025 - Output Tables’ (Report, 2025) Tables 34 and 38.
26 i
Ibid.




Mobile infrastructure has significant up-front costs; however, cost-per-unit declines steeply as more
services are provided to users.?” This creates an incentive for MNOs to only invest in areas with high
user density, as only a critical mass of consumers would justify the increasing expense of investing in
mobile infrastructure. In practice, this means that investment remains heavily concentrated in
metropolitan areas. For example, in remote and very remote areas since 2021, MNOs have added a
net 197 mobile sites compared to the 1,329 mobile sites added in major cities during this period.?®
Further, technological upgrades are also skewed towards urban areas with 70% of Optus’ and 82% of
TPG's new 5G sites since 2024 occurring in major cities.?

ACCAN notes that recent rounds of the MBSP have seen a significant decrease in the number of
solutions delivered from earlier rounds while the proportionate cost of providing each solution have
increased. For example, despite committing $80 million in funding to Round 5, the Australian
Government was only able to award $36.8 million for the delivery of 182 solutions.3° In Round 7 of the
MBSP, $55 million (GST inclusive) was awarded to deliver 62 new mobile solutions.®! Further, An
independent evaluation of the MBSP noted that ‘after Round 5, carriers' interest in submitting
applications for the program appears to have waned, as evidenced by the decline in the number of
proposed solutions’.%?

As demonstrated above, co-funding programs such as the MBSP have underpinned recent mobile
investment in outer regional, remote and very remote areas. Declining solution delivery from the
MBSP undermines industry claims that ESL discounts will be translated into investment in RRR
terrestrial mobile infrastructure.

Decreasing rates of private mobile infrastructure investment in RRR areas and decreasing MNO
contributions to government co-funding programs risks ongoing poor mobile coverage outcomes for
RRR consumers, at least until direct-to-device technology has significantly matured. This presents an
ongoing risk to consumers as it is unclear when direct-to-device technology will sufficiently mature to
address the current gaps in mobile connectivity present in RRR areas.

27 The ACCC has estimated that mobile tower costs can vary from roughly $500,000 - $1.2 million per tower, with greater costs usually for
remote areas as opposed to urban areas. Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Regional Mobile Infrastructure Inquiry: Final
Report (Report, Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, July 2023) 18.

28 Australian Competition and Consumer Commission, Mobile Infrastructure Report 2025 (Report, November 2025) Table 3.1.

29 1bid 8.

80 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, Communications and the Arts, Mobile Black Spot Program Round 5a
Discussion Paper (Discussion Paper, 21 April 2020) 4.

81 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, Communications and the Arts, ‘Mobile Black Spot Program’ (6 February
2026) <https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/media-communications/phone/mobile-services-and-coverage/mobile-black-spot-program>.

82 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, Communications and the Arts, ‘Mobile Black Spot Program Evaluation’
(18 September 2025) 48 <https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/department/media/publications/mobile-black-spot-program-evaluation>.




S. Key Issues
5.1.  Transparency on the Weighted Average Cost of Capital

It is deeply concerning that key economic inputs to the valuation methodology - including the
discount rate and parameters for estimating the WACC - have not been detailed in the ACMA’s
consultation or released publicly.

The ACMA was provided advice by Plum Consulting, Frontier Economics, and lan Martin Advisory
(with Flat Rock Consulting) concerning the use of an appropriate WACC for its ESL Stage 3 -
preliminary views consultation. This advice has, to date, not been made available for consideration
through the consultation process or released publicly at all.33

Noting that calculations associated with the WACC are likely to form only a part of ESL expenditure,
ACCAN nonetheless considers it critical to transparency, and to enable meaningful contributions to
the lengthy consultation processes, that the ACMA should make public the advice provided by the
above consultancies. It is deeply concerning that those key expert reports that have not been released
or consulted on, in keeping with standard practice undertaken by other regulators.

The publication of such advice and reports on these matters is common practice by regulators
undertaking public consultations on key matters of economic and social policy, including the ACCC.
For example, the ACCC completed a consultation on the methodology for estimating the WACC for
telecommunications companies as recently as December 2025, with the ACCC publishing relevant
expert reports to facilitate an open and transparent determination of key economic inputs.3

ACCAN is aware that DotEcon does not ‘see any obvious issues with the ACMA's choice of WACC
value’.®®* However we maintain our concerns with the absence of transparency related to the
determination of an appropriate WACC for the ESL process, noting its importance to the
determination of the value of spectrum assets. We hold concerns the methodology that the ACMA
appears to have adopted for determining WACC estimates departs from methodology adopted by the
ACCC.

33 Responding to Senate Estimates questions on 20 October 2025, the ACMA noted that it ‘has spent a total of $370,225.50 (GST inclusive)
on advice to inform its ESL pricing model’. Parliament of Australia, Senate, Environment and Communications Committee, 20 October 2025,
Question Number 225, Asked by Senator Sarah Hanson-Young of the Australian Communications and Media Authority. Portfolio Question
Number SQ25-002402.

34 Cambridge Economic Policy Associates, WACC Methodology (Final Report, 28 November 2025)
<https://www.accc.gov.au/system/files/cepa-final-report-wacc-methodology_0.pdf?ref=0&download=y>.

35 Dot Econ, ‘Review of the ACMA expiring spectrum licence pricing’ (Report, September 2025) 11
<https://www.acma.gov.au/sites/default/files/202512/dotecon_review_of_acma_expiring_spectrum_licence_pricing.pdf>.



https://www.acma.gov.au/sites/default/files/202512/dotecon_review_of_acma_expiring_spectrum_licence_pricing.pdf

While there may be legitimate grounds for an alternative approach for determining the relevant
economic inputs, without the methodology being made available to participants in this process, or the
public, stakeholders are unable to assess its appropriateness within the ESL context.

ACCAN has commissioned Professor Richard Holden from the UNSW Business School to provide
expert advice on the ACMA's Weighted Average Cost of Capital and Revenue Projections.

In Communications Day on 19 February 2026, Deputy ACMA Chair, Adam Suckling noted

Representatives of the mobile operators have access to the assumptions in our methodology
and know the drivers of spectrum valuation of the model.2®

ACCAN would welcome clarification from the ACMA on the information mobile operators may have
access to relevant to the ACMA's methodology in determining an efficient spectrum price and
whether this information exceeds that already made public by the ACMA. In the latter case, industry
may have an unfair advantage in its contribution to the consultation process.

5.2 Instalment arrangements should not be pursued

ACCAN supports the ACMA's proposal that upfront payment is the most appropriate payment
approach. In Professor Richard Holden’s submission to the ACMA’s Stage 3 Consultation Paper,
Professor Holden noted that the financial commitment of upfront payment also creates incentives to
deploy networks quickly.®” ACCAN supports the ACMA's proposal that upfront payments are the most
appropriate payment approach concerning the ESL process.

Further, the financial commitment of upfront payments provides incentives for the efficient
reallocation of spectrum by licensees, where greater value can be derived through sale. These
incentives are likely to be muted through instalment arrangements and discourage the efficient
reallocation of finite spectrum assets over the duration of the license period. In keeping with the
objectives of the Radiocommunications Act 1992 (Cth), upfront payment of ESLs will facilitate the
efficient planning, allocation and use of the spectrum.3®

86 Communications Day, ‘/EXCLUSIVE: NBN Co consults on proposed Sky Muster, Amazon Leo transition | ACMA rejects ACCAN, OECD
spectrum prescriptions’ (Newsletter, February 2026) 14.

87 ‘Spectrum Licence Renewals in Australia - Professor Richard Holden’, ACCAN <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-submission/spectrum-
licence-renewals-professor-richard-holden>.

38 Radiocommunications Act 1992 (Cth) s.3.




5.3.  Transparency on the real and nominal prices of ESLs

In the ACMA's ESL Stage 3 Consultation Paper, the ACMA has noted that the price originally paid
when these licences were acquired through various auctions, renewals and apparatus licence
conversions was $8.2 billion in nominal terms. This was confirmed by representatives from the ACMA
responding to questions in Senate Estimates on 10 February 2026.%°

To date, the ACMA has not made public the price of the ESLs as originally acquired in real terms.
ACCAN considers that in responding to submissions from the ESL process, the ACMA should make
public the real value of the ESLs as previously acquired through various auctions, renewals and
apparatus licence conversions. Relevant ESLs (acquired at auction or otherwise) can have a
maximum duration of 15 years. The significant duration of these licences means that the value of
ESLs in real terms should be made public to support stakeholders’ engagement with the ESL process.

The ESL Stage 4 Consultation Paper notes that in response to feedback from DotEcon, the ACMA
restricted the data to 2018 onwards for the following bands.

e For sub-1 GHz bands ‘as earlier awards were materially higher than recent outcomes and
would otherwise overstate current market values’.*°

e For bands between lower 1-3 GHz ‘as earlier awards were materially higher than recent
outcomes and would otherwise overstate current market values’.*!

ACCAN considers that these statements and DotEcon’s filtering of benchmark data to only look at
recent (2018 onwards)*2 awards may indicate that the real price of previously acquired licences may
significantly exceed the nominal price noted by the ACMA.

We would query the restriction of data to 2018 onwards to determine an appropriate value for ESLs.
Restriction of data from 2018 onwards may distort the ACMA's valuation of ESLs through excluding
relevant spectrum assets which have different physical characteristics and therefore have
fundamentally different values. In ACCAN'’s view, in valuing spectrum assets the ACMA should use
values over a time period that is consistent with the duration and term of the relevant assets in
question in order to ensure that the valuation is robust.

39 ‘Parlinfo - Environment and Communications Legislation Committee : 10/02/2026 : Estimates’ 59
<https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlinfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22committees % 2Festimate %2F29365%2F0000%22>.
40 Australian Communications and Media Authority, 'Expiring Spectrum Licences (Stage 4) - Updated Preliminary Views on Pricing’ (17
December 2025) 29 <https://www.acma.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-12/esl_stage_4_-_updated_preliminary_views_on_pricing.pdf>.
41 bid.

42 DotEcon, 'Review of the ACMA Expiring Spectrum Licence Pricing' (Report, September 2025) 22
<https://www.acma.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-12/dotecon_review_of_acma_expiring_spectrum_licence_pricing.pdf>.




This would mean the inclusion of the historical valuations for all licenses that are subject to renewal
and contemporary auctions from comparator nations. Any departure from this approach should be
justified and subjected to clear and transparent sensitivity testing to avoid the inaccurate estimation
of the efficient price of these assets.

ACCAN acknowledges the ACMA’s attempts to determine a market rate for spectrum through its ESL
process and maintains that MNOs should pay an efficient price for spectrum that reflects its true
market value. Accordingly, we do not believe that making public the real price of ESLs as previously
acquired would disrupt the ACMA's undertaking of the ESL process provided the ACMA’s
methodology is accurate and supported by extensive benchmarking data.

ACCAN considers that this information should be made public prior to the next stage of the ESL
process or consultation on the merits of a secondary licensing framework. Making this information
public through the ACMA’s ‘response to submissions’ will provide further clarity to stakeholders
contributing to the ESL process, communications consumers and decision-makers.

6. Coverage Obligations will support ongoing investment

Coverage obligations are often implemented alongside spectrum auctions in other jurisdictions to
support mobile coverage outcomes and in some cases, MNOs can take on coverage obligations
reducing the price of spectrum acquired at auction.*® By providing a discount to MNOs, the ESL
process bypasses the commonplace imposition of coverage obligations in exchange for a discount
on spectrum fees determined at auction.

ACCAN considers that the ACMA's preliminary position to renew ESLs at discount, and the benefit of
commercial certainty extended to MNOs by renewal provides a greater justification for the
implementation of coverage obligations on MNOs by the Australian Government.

In its 2025 report on alternative licencing conditions, the ACMA noted that:

If rollout obligations were to be implemented, incumbent licensees expect that prices for
spectrum associated with renewed or newly acquired licences should be discounted to
acknowledge the investment requirement.*4

43 For example, successful bidders of the ascending auction had the possibility to earn a price discount on the spectrum fee by accepting
coverage obligations. OECD, Developments in Spectrum Management for Communication Services (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation
and Development (OECD), 20 October 2022) 29 <https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/science-and-technology/developments-in-spectrum-
management-for-communication-services_175e7ce5-en>.

44 Australian Communications and Media Authority, ‘Expiring Spectrum Licences: ACMA Report on Alternative Licensing Conditions’ (March
2025) 23 <https://www.acma.gov.au/publications/2024-12/report/expiring-spectrum-licences-acma-report-alternative-licensing-
conditions>.




The current proposal from ACMA to renew ESLs at a nominal and real discount (§7.3 billion compared
to a previous nominal $8.2 billion) without placing obligations on MNOs to meet coverage obligations
provides an advantage to incumbents without providing assurances of beneficial terrestrial
infrastructure investment to those who underwrite this decision — Australian consumers.

Following the ACMA'’s logic, incumbents should take on obligations as they already are receiving a
discount on spectrum fees through the ESL process without providing any assurances of investment.
Accordingly, coverage obligations implemented by the Australian Government should be equivalent in
value to the real discount received through the ESL process.

We are concerned that renewing ESLs without any assurances of infrastructure investment risks
underinvestment in mobile infrastructure and poor consumer outcomes.*® Coverage obligations
requiring terrestrial infrastructure investment will support ongoing, responsive and tailored
connectivity outcomes in RRR Australia while direct-to-device satellite capabilities mature and support
critical redundancy capacity once these capabilities achieve widespread adoption.*®

Responding to comments from Telstra on ESL valuations, Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology
Associate Professor Mark Gregory was critical of the premise of MNOs re-investing the discounts
they receive through the ESL process. Associate Professor Mark Gregory remarked that:

| think any reduction in the cost would be a win for the telcos at the expense of consumers.

With the rise of low-earth-orbit services like Starlink and others expected to come online that
can provide mobile coverage to remote areas via satellite, the telcos have become very
cautious about expenditure to improve network performance.

If the telcos are going to get a $1 billion discount, then they need to invest that saving into key
services in particular areas. But of course, there's no guarantee the telcos will do anything
other than what they're doing now.

The overall benefit to consumers is marginal or non-existent if the telcos are given a reduction
in spectrum costs.*’

45 ACCAN, ‘Spectrum Coverage Obligations’ (Policy Position, 2026) <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-s-position-papers/spectrum-
coverage-obligations>.

46 |bid.

47 Telstra Warns of Higher Bills for Millions after Woolworths Ends Cheap Deal’, Yahoo Finance (12 February 2026)
<https://au.finance.yahoo.com/news/telstra-warns-of-higher-bills-for-millions-of-aussie-mobile-customers-in-spat-over-spectrum-fees-

215622879.html>.
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6.1.  Coverage Obligations are a unique opportunity to improve connectivity

ACCAN strongly calls for coverage obligations to be implemented on MNOs through amended carrier
licence conditions, equivalent in value to the real discount received by MNOs through the ESL
process.*® Coverage obligations will promote the public interest by ensuring that private infrastructure
investment occurs alongside the ACMA's discounted renewal of ESLs to benefit consumers in RRR
areas and more equitably distribute the benefits of discounted ESL renewal.

ACCAN supports the Australian Government’s National Audit of Mobile Coverage (the National Audit)
as a positive measure to improve knowledge about mobile black spots across Australia.*® The
National Audit will measure coverage and performance across Optus, Telstra and TPG to help target
future investment, and to provide an independent resource that better reflects on ground experiences
of mobile coverage provided commercially by mobile providers.®® ACCAN considers that the
completion of the National Audit and its corresponding findings can provide for a sound evidence
base to inform the development and implementation of ESL coverage obligations.

Findings from the National Audit can inform the location and number of base stations, buildout
distribution and co-location capabilities required under ESL coverage obligations. This would ensure
that targeted coverage solutions facilitated by ESL coverage obligations are delivered to underserved
communities transparently and backed by independent evidence and supported by consultation with
communities impacted by poor mobile coverage outcomes.

Coverage obligations should be designed in consultation with state and local governments and
communities impacted by poor mobile coverage. To support compliance with obligations MNOs
should be required to provide evidence of obligation completion at set dates. In setting ESL coverage
obligations, the Australian Government should impose a single or series of dates by which the
coverage obligations must be met, subject to public consultation.®' Further, the Australian
Government should publicly report on progress taken towards the fulfilment of coverage obligations.

The implementation of coverage obligations is a unique opportunity to expand coverage to
underserved areas in RRR areas prior to the full maturation of the UOMO and direct-to-device
technology. Implementing coverage obligations can address coverage gaps prior to the maturation of
direct-to-device technology and support redundancy once this technology has matured.

48 ACCAN, ‘Spectrum Coverage Obligations’ (Policy Position, 2026) <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-s-position-papers/spectrum-
coverage-obligations>.

49 Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, Communications, Sport and the Arts, ‘National Audit of Mobile Coverage’
(10 November 2025) <https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/media-communications/regional-communications-programs/better-connectivity-
plan-regional-and-rural-australia/national-audit-mobile-coverage>.

%0 Ibid.

5T ACCAN, ‘Spectrum Coverage Obligations’ (Policy Position, 2026) <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-s-position-papers/spectrum-
coverage-obligations>.




Coverage Obligations are broad policy tools which could include, but are not limited to, the following
requirements.

e A proportion of households, premises or geographic licence area to be covered.

e A minimum number of base stations to be deployed.

e A minimum number or set number of locations to be covered within a licence area.

e Requirements to address coverage gaps in underserved RRR areas and transport corridors.
e Requirements to ensure that network build out is well distributed.

¢ Requirements for base stations co-locate to support competition in retail markets.%?

Implementing coverage obligations through amended carrier licence conditions addresses the issues
previously identified by the ACMA that its capacity to take enforcement action through spectrum
licence conditions is ‘potentially limited by the licensing framework and regulatory regime’.%® The
ACMA previously noted that with respect to the implementation of coverage obligations that it doubts
‘the suitability of the current [spectrum licensing] legislative framework to effectively address non-
compliance in a way that provides proportionate and meaningful outcomes’.>

Under existing settings, the Minister may, by legislative instrument, vary the conditions of a carrier
licence under Section 63 of the Telecommunications Act 1997 (Cth). Prior to amending carrier
licences, variation of licences or revocation of licences, the Minister must first:

e Provide the licence holder a written notice setting out a draft version of the instrument and
inviting the holder to make submissions to the Minister on the draft; and
e Consider any submissions that were received within the time limit specified in the notice.>®

This established process should be used to provide for an appropriate enforcement pathway to
ensure that MNOs comply with ESL coverage obligations. Additionally, and importantly, this pathway
provides for the representatives of communities impacted by poor coverage outcomes - due to an
absence of terrestrial mobile infrastructure - to make representations to government to guide the
development and implementation of ESL coverage obligations.

ACCAN strongly calls on the Australian Government to implement ESL coverage obligations through
amended carrier licence conditions, supported by findings from the National Audit and other sources
of information on coverage gaps in RRR areas such as the Mapping the Digital Gap Project, Regional
Telecommunications Review, Regional Tech Hub and Australian Digital Inclusion Index.

52 ACCAN, ‘Spectrum Coverage Obligations’ (Policy Position, 2026) <https://www.accan.org.au/accan-s-position-papers/spectrum-
coverage-obligations>.

53 Australian Communications and Media Authority, ‘Expiring Spectrum Licences: ACMA Report on Alternative Licensing Conditions’ (March
2025) 1 <https://www.acma.gov.au/publications/2024-12/report/expiring-spectrum-licences-acma-report-alternative-licensing-conditions>.
%4 Ibid.

55 Telecommunications Act 1997 (Cth) s.63.




Further, we recommend that the ACMA, in cooperation with the Department of Infrastructure,
Transport, Regional Development, Communications, Sport and the Arts undertake a gap analysis
between the existing and desired state of terrestrial mobile investment in RRR areas to identify how
ESL coverage obligations can be implemented.

7. Conclusion

Efficiently managed spectrum resources are critically important to the delivery of communications
services and the consumer interest. ACCAN is unpersuaded on the basis of the evidence and
commentary of industry stakeholders that MNOs would invest significant amounts in terrestrial
mobile infrastructure if their spectrum costs were reduced. Accordingly, ACCAN considers the
Australian Government should implement coverage obligations equivalent in value to the real
discount received by MNOs through the renewal of ESLs.

This proposal would ensure that the ESL discounts provided to MNOs are meaningfully translated into
further private investment in RRR mobile infrastructure and transparently provide benefit to the
Australian public. Absent ESL coverage obligations, the only conclusion that can be reached is that
the intention of industry stakeholders is to retain any windfall gains from reduced spectrum pricing in
the form of increased profits, at the expense of communications consumers.

The Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) is Australia’s peak communication consumer organisation. The
operation of ACCAN is made possible by funding provided by the Commonwealth of Australia under section 593 of the Telecommunications
Act 1997. This funding is recovered from charges on telecommunications carriers. ACCAN is committed to reconciliation that
acknowledges Australia’s past and values the unique culture and heritage of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
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