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Telstra Research Labs has had
a fine history. Now facing a cut
of almost 50 per cent, its future
looks grim and Australia’s
potential research and
development performance will
suffer. Helen Meredith reports.

ebira Research Labs us boen four
years under the knife. Now
entering the most hazardous Srion s
its history, with cuts so deep they
threaten to emasculate the organisation.
Workers recently picketed the labs at
Telstra’s Clayton_complex in outer Mel-
r Comers team shot foowge
inside, while print photographers hovered
outside the gates, to capture on film the rare
Sight of industrial action in support of
bt researche
TRL s cavght in Telstra’s deep across-the-

e and full competition in
per cent (or 250) of TRL's jobs will go, taking
out key research people as well as rank-and-
Tl wirkery, They say tete t now »clmaty
o fer which s undermining the vigour
nqurrd to undertake rese
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other i i i N thinks Telstra should have to be the  giving up and_retiring long before they relccommumcmmm experts. Director Dr
R e V:‘;““'f»f“d‘ rpesK sole custodian of Aust should?” says CPSU project offce Harry Wragge AO, whose leadership put
t has Soafered. Smiallesingl vigows sS jcations _research — Cooperative ~ Cerchi. smr claim morale lummel:dA TRL on the mternrlummhn p, was promoted

TRL has developed a deep understanding
of network architectures and kept abreast of
telecommunications technologies around the
world,cnabling it to take a respected position
in intérnational standards setting.

“This has earned Telecom, now Telstra, an
international reputation for innovation, put-
ting Australia on the world map in areas such
as DRCS (d(g;bn] radio concentrator service)
and communications, devel-
opbd lu meel Australia’s specific needs.

But like more and more of the nation’s labs,
TRL is being required to turn its back on
longer-term research in favour of projects
with a_relatively quick turnaround. The
drivers for this are fierce global competition,
the demand for greater efficiencies before
sale, the pace of l:chm)!ogy change and
tighter budgeting o

John Burke, the dlrecmr of CIRCIT — the
Centre for ln|=mat|0m\1 Research on Commu-
nication and Inf ‘echnologies — sees
TRLasa cnsualky of structural change that has
“We've vntnc\\:d

competitive _environment, so
selecommunications poliey used 10 reside
Telecom it now else,” he smd.

Rescarch Centres are already involved. But

_there is a belief that TRL should continue (o

do some work in the national interest, just as
Telstra is =xpem o vl n the

Bl

serice. (access
standard phon: comies for ) nomatcr who
owns it, afte t opens next year.
Bt workers cleim TRL bas been white
anted by @ management culture it e or
1o sympathy for research strategies that foster
Auenalian know-how. They point out that in
ithin the

standards and design of Australia’s networks.

“This has also ensured that key infrastruc-
tare projects are not otally captive to market
forces on the supply side.
Blount’s philosophy is one of buying off e
shelf yhen possible and allowing some of the

tinkering and tailoring at lab level to localise
the technology.

Blount has presided over the structural
changes needed to allow the carrier to
reinvent sl to_ cope with dercgulationy
corporatisation, competition and  mow
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& Rumours of cuts were
denied but have had a
ising effect. ¥

Wik, & o of atencion  Tobuse
compeition and industry policies for the new
nvironment, social and research policies
have been languishing in the too-hard basket
should be having a profound think
about this,” Burke
The Federal Government's trim-back pol-

planning otakethee RAD offshorenovw it

o RAD tax ncenfive s e ut from 150
por cent fo 125 per

A study by Beiotue Touche Tomatsu
shows some 34 per cent of companies are
consideing taking advantage of the Higher
concessions for R&D available In countries
such as Malaysia and Singap

But according to the direstor of Deloite's

D services group, Graham Carew, the
‘movement of revenue-earning capacity and
technology to foreign countries will ‘cause
serious longierm damage to the Australian
economy. John Burke says Canberra should
o asking “what our ntelectual capital s and
how we i

partal sul. During hat ime, TRL dirctors
one and’ the thrust of
s changed ~ according 10
whmzve( view of life management has at any
one time and what is regarded as appropriate
Work Tor the Tabs
As caly g3 1993 there wers rumons (it
TRL would be wound back and fun
directed towards cerain projects at Belleors

in the US. Although denied by management |
this has had a destabilising effect. When

Blount announced early last year that Telstra
had signed & memorandum of understanding
with Bellcore fo develop software for Telstra’s |
“full services network”, it was regarded as the
‘beginning of a trend that would weaken TRL.

“This stuck in the craw of researchers who
have co-operated with management for four
years n dovnsizing

meof the Joba belegrcut wre lsmified 4

non-core, i eladssAamitcave staff,

leaners and fbrary ssstans. But key areils

photonic_networks, optical fibre

Quality control, ATM technology and soc
technical rescarch are also targeted.

rescarch are a good indication of how little
understood it role i on the carier's mu
touted focus on custom
STalf sleo . e hory, Hlgnh
spending the company's research dollars,
given & reported inerease in spending on
R&D of 45 per cent in the past three years.
At a more fundamental level, experts are
asking if TRL is pared back so hard that it is
allowed to slide nto obscuity, can somcons
job? And will that mean out-
o e aad ey Hotpm
sions about our infrastructure o outsiders
“Not to say that we shouldn't be asking
how far we need to go with primary rescarch,

we_sho
n carly part of the supply
erging technologies, such as
mulimedia, mkmg up the banner in stan-
dards geting ust as the TRL has in the pat”
mbarrassing is the perception that
devdnp:d countries carry out research and
octua property, and caslestrapped
VEE Atk outsource cverything,
hny ng off the shelf and leaving foreigners to
and manage key projects.
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eveloping countries strive towards the

day when they can move beyond bare-

ones survival, start reversing the
balance of trade and influencing outcomes
themselves. And they know that to achieve
export replacement they must create_their
own industry, supported by local R&D and
invesincat. 6 where does that placs Ausir:

Ax the ANZAAS conference in Canberr:

end result is that errors in

é

e deeper staff cuts,
they Vo St 1o, e oad oF okt
People are leaving on voluntary redundancies
— 50 up to June 30 and another 150 in the

Tatest round, out of a staff of 430, “They are

and larger and
more frequent,” Dr Paul Donaghue said.
At a succession of top-level purges
has resulted in humiliating experiences for
some_of the nation's ‘most distinguished

briefly to chief technology officer to get him
»away from TRL — and he resigned just six
monthslter. Wragge was tobe e as of the
professional researchers to run

Lewosfolowed by Ray nggeu‘ sentin as

oc-cutter but quickly removed when he
became (oo sympatheie to the rescarohers,
But the most embarrassing moment was when
Doug Campbell nppmmed Dr Bruno Sorren-
tino alifications were

Sovoutud 26 Rawdient 488 Soxrenting. 520
“ammarily dumped. The labs then came in for
another structural upheaval, with John Baits
brought in from the UK fo head the new
Research and Information Technology divi-
sion with responsibility for TRL.

Baits, too, fell from grace, reportedly
disagreeing with management over ~the
technical direction being taken. Jim Park and
Noel Teede had been running the labs for him

& He has been unlucky
enough to inherit the
job at its lowest ebb. ?

and as he departed Baits found a job for Park
at Siemens, Teede was left to struggle with o
system of management called the Participa-
tive Approach — and to look forward to early
retirement, having made it clear he did not
‘want to run the shop under the circumstances.
Graham Shepherd, who had started his
career with Telstra in the late 19605, came to
in TRL from Australien Defence Industrics.

nfidence of staff. He and research director
ugh Bradlow have become the fall guys.
A meeting of CEPU members at TRL last
month passed a vote of no confidence in
them, sending a letter to Blount to let him
know where things stood. The letter acoused

Shepherd and Bradlow of “leading the
Ishorsories to he greatet o of s nd
in its histor,

Telstra is not alone in grappling with the
role of its research labs. Brian Davis, the
of MNortel Avsrals
pointed out last week the changing rol
Bell Labs in the US and the dificulies at
Bellcore, an setup when
the regional Bell companies were separated
out from AT&T.




