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CEO KEYNOTE - CHARLES TODD ORATION 

Sydney - November  

CEO SPEECH NOTES 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Thank you for hosting me here today and a special welcome to 

those joining us online. 

 

Today I want to talk about how technology is rapidly changing 

our world.  How we all need to get very serious about 

innovation and R&D if we are to succeed in the future.  At a 

company level and at a country level. 

 

Can I start though, by saying what a special honour it is to be 

giving today’s oration in the name of Charles Todd. 

 

Charles Todd of course was the man who oversaw the creation 

of the Overland Telegraph from Darwin to Adelaide in the 

1870s.   

 

In fact he played a much more significant role than just this in 

early telecommunications.  He was responsible for many of the 

first connections of Melbourne to Sydney, Brisbane and Perth 
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and ultimately back to the UK via, Indonesia, Singapore and 

India.  

 

At the time, this was transformational infrastructure, cutting 

edge technology and a truly nation building project.   

 

A project that for the first time linked Australia to the rest of the 

world. 

 

It is hard to remember sometimes that in the world of mobile 

and wifi - it is still ultimately physical infrastructure that 

connects us every time we communicate or transmit data.   

 

Interestingly around the time Charles Todd retired, in the first 

decade of the 20
th

 century, a vigorous global debate was also 

raging about another piece of technology.  That debate was 

around a proposal that was considered very radical at the time.  

A proposal to introduce unmanned elevators. 

 

Elevators in those days of course, had a human operator who 

guided the car by hand and opened the doors manually. 

 

When they began to be replaced by automatic systems there 

was uproar - people were anxious that the lifts would not be 

safe without an operator. 
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This all sounds remarkably similar to the debate we are having 

today about driverless and autonomous cars using public 

roads.  

 

The reality is however, the technology already exists for self 

driving cars and most commentators expect them to be in 

active commercial use by 2020. 

 

As with unmanned elevators, it is likely technology will triumph. 

Last month a Tesla model S completed an historic 4800 

kilometre 57 hour journey from LA to New York. The 

significance of that journey was not that it was in an electric car, 

it was that the car was on autopilot for the whole trip. 

 

This is just one example of how incredibly far technology 

innovation has come. 

 

While the speed of technological change in Charles Todd’s time 

must have felt great, I think it is safe to say that not since the 

industrial revolution have we seen technology so profoundly 

influence our society, our relationships, our ways of working, 

learning and living in such a short space of time. 
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And the changes we have seen are nothing compared to what 

is coming. 

 

For some this is uncomfortable, even scary. 

 

However, far from being intimidated I see great opportunity.   

 

I am a technology optimist. 

 

I see great opportunity for those of us that embrace this 

change, great opportunity for those of us that embrace 

technology innovation and great opportunity for Australian 

companies and Australia.  

 

Critically our desire to be a world class is underpinned by a 

core desire to better service our customers – that is at the heart 

of everything we do. 

 

That is why Telstra’s aspiration is to be a world class 

technology company.  A world class technology company that 

empowers people to connect and through the power of 

technology, transforms the customer experience. 

 

This leads to me to what I want to discuss today. I believe that 

for Australia, and Australian companies to succeed in this 
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rapidly changing world, we need to get very serious about 

innovation and R&D. We need to rethink and redefine what 

innovation looks like and how we approach it as companies and 

as a nation.  

 

I will cover three things: 

 

1. Firstly, I will comment briefly on what are the new 

technologies that are driving change and disruption today; 

 

2. Secondly, I will make some comments on how to think about 

innovation and R&D strategies in the context these new 

challenges, using examples from our own experience at 

Telstra; 

 

3. And thirdly, with the Federal Government’s new and very 

welcome focus on innovation, I want to offer some thoughts 

on what I think will help Australia succeed in the digital world. 

 

The impact of disruptive forces 

 

A recent Deloitte report (The Connected Continent) estimated 

digital is now the largest segment of the Australian economy, 

contributing $79 billion or 5.1% of GDP in 2014. 
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If digital was treated as a single industry, it would be larger than 

retail, it would be larger than the agricultural sector and it would 

be larger than transport. 

 

It is also growing significantly faster than the economy overall.  

The digital economy has increased 50 per cent in the last five 

years. 

 

And of course, digital is disrupting and transforming one 

industry after another. 

 

It is also changing employment patterns. 

 

A recent CEDA report (Australia’s Future Workforce) estimated 

that more than five million jobs, almost 40 per cent of all 

Australian jobs that exist today may disappear in the next 10 to 

15 years. 

 

And while, as a technology optimist, I believe we will create 

new jobs through innovation and entrepreneurialism to offset 

this impact, it does illustrate the significance of the change we 

are facing. 

 

It also highlights the urgency with which we need to build the 

skills and capabilities to be successful in this new world.  That 
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is not going to happen by accident and I will speak more on 

what this needs to look like in a moment. 

  

Let me first comment however, on the three key drivers of the 

change we are seeing today.   

 

Desk top to mobile 

 

Firstly mobile. 

 

20 years ago there were less than 100 million mobile devices in 

the world.  The International Telecommunications Union, the 

ITU estimate there will be 7 billion mobile devices by the end of 

this year.  

 

Less than 10 years ago mobile phones were used for making 

voice calls and texting. Today, they are our mobile office and 

the remote control for many aspects of our lives. 

 

In the next five years mobile data traffic is expected to grow 

sixfold, with video representing more than three quarters of that 

growth. 
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But the real growth in the coming years will be in the internet of 

things tens of billions of connected devices from aircraft 

engines to cars, smart TV’s to smart domestic appliances. 

 

In the future, anything that can be connected will be connected. 

 

Conservative estimates predict that by 2020 there will be up to 

50 billion connected devices in the world. 

 

On premises to cloud 

 

The second area driving rapid change is cloud. 

 

Continuing advances in cloud and virtualisation are driving 

major changes in business and in our ability to react quickly 

and adapt and change. 

 

A recent research study of large Australian companies showed 

86% are now using the cloud in their production environment. 

 

The most complex aspect of the cloud isn’t running the IT 

systems and applications in an off premises data centre - it is 

not a complex IT problem in the conventional sense.   
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The complexity of cloud is getting the data in and out of the 

cloud, at speed and securely, through the network – as well as 

effectively operating the multiple cloud solutions you need at 

scale.  

 

This is a telecommunications challenge and this is why Telstra 

is the leading provider of hybrid cloud solutions in Australia 

today.  It is why our cloud business is growing at 30% per 

annum.  

 

Advances in artificial intelligence 

 

The third and perhaps most significant driver of change is 

machine learning and artificial intelligence.  

 

Advanced algorithms in conjunction with the massive increase 

in computer power as Moore’s law enters its 50th year, mean 

computers can now see and hear better than humans.  They 

can also learn as we provide them more data.   

 

Some of the most important innovations and applications are in 

the field of health diagnostics and treatment analysis and this is 

why Telstra Health is such an exciting part of our business 

today.  
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We believe there is significant potential to transform the 

healthcare system - to improve access to healthcare services, 

through remote diagnostics, secure and universal medical 

records, telehealth, electronic presrciptioning and other 

automation opportunities. 

 

Three tech drivers summary 

 

While each of these trends is significant in of itself, it is the 

power of the three in combination that provides the accelerator 

effect to innovation.     

 

The exponential growth in data driven by a massive shift to 

mobile and the internet of things with the ability to store and 

access that data in the cloud in real time and the computing 

power with advanced algorithms and machine learning – these 

factors together are providing the capacity to solve almost 

limitless problems.  

 

Implications 

 

What makes this digital disruption so challenging for business 

is the rapid rate at which it is occurring. We have never seen 

anything like this before. 
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Competitors can come from anywhere, in what is now a 

connected global marketplace, and from nowhere in the form of 

new start-ups. 

 

Start ups are changing markets overnight because they are 

nimble, smart and able to challenge incumbent businesses that 

are finding that scale is no longer an advantage.  In fact it is 

rapidly becoming a disadvantage. 

 

Technology has democratised innovation and there is more 

innovation outside of your organisation than resides within it.  

The question is how do you tap into that innovation and 

leverage it. 

 

The days when companies do all of their R&D and innovation 

internally are over.  That process is too slow. 

 

That’s the reality of our digital world today and that is the reality 

of our digital future. 

 

Telstra - innovating at pace 

 

This leads me to the second topic I wanted to discuss today.  

We need to rethink our approach to innovation and R&D 
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Telstra has been at the cutting edge of technology change 

since the days of Charles Todd. 

 

What have we learnt in that time? 

 

We have learnt that success today, and success tomorrow, 

depends on the ability to innovate. 

 

We have learnt that being able to innovate at speed matters 

because in a hyper-connected world, speed is critical.  

 

Success today is defined by the ability to turn ideas into value 

faster than your competition. 

 

That’s why Telstra is investing to become a truly world class 

technology company and that includes ramping up our 

innovation and R&D capabilities to be world class too.   

 

The Importance of Innovation 

 

In simple terms innovation is about coming up with new ideas, 

new products or services to overcome a problem or do 

something in a better, simpler way for our customers. 
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Technology is part of that but innovation is far more than just 

technology. 

 

Telstra’s innovation focus  

 

At Telstra we have created an innovation eco-system that 

brings together our support for start up incubation, early stage 

investment, the development of new products and services 

including research and development investment, and co-

creation with key partners.  

 

Let me outline the four elements of our approach to innovation: 

 

Incubation 

 

Firstly accelerators and early stage support. 

 

This is all about incubating new ideas, nurturing them and 

supporting them until they flourish and become transformational 

changes to the way we do business. 

 

Through our early stage, pre revenue incubator Muru-D we 

have supported over 30 selected startups to create technology 

products and services with money, mentoring and a space to 

grow their ideas.  
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In April, we also launched Muru-D in Singapore giving us the 

opportunity to connect with some of the region’s best digital 

talent and be part of Southeast Asia’s thriving entrepreneurial 

eco-system.  

 

We are also investing in start ups through Telstra Ventures. 

 

We have Ventures teams in San Francisco, Beijing and Sydney 

and have made 24 investments in companies with technologies 

in mobile apps, cloud based solutions, cyber security, 5G 

mobile technologies and others in Australia, the US, Asia and 

Israel.  

 

Collaboration 

 

Our second platform of innovation is focussed on collaboration. 

 

This is about recognising we don’t have all the answers, we 

have to look outside the organisation for innovation so we need 

to co-create with partners and customers to stay ahead of the 

game and differentiate ourselves in the market. 

 

We have built a network of facilities that act as a global and 

virtual innovation centre of excellence. 
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It includes the Gurrowa Innovation Lab in Melbourne, an 

innovation environment where we can work closely with 

partners to connect and collaborate on projects under one roof. 

 

It comprises a software lab, a hardware lab and a 3d printing 

lab. 

 

An example of its application is our partnership with the City of 

Melbourne in an Internet of Things Challenge this weekend 

addressing some of the city’s biggest problems including traffic 

congestion. 

 

Telstra’s Research Partner Programme is about building deep 

relationships with leading universities to pursue research 

aligned to our key strategic priorities.  

 

We have agreements in place to work with NICTA on new 

services aimed at protecting the privacy and security of our 

customers’ data, as well as with Deakin and others.  

 

Our Customer Insight Centre in Sydney combines interactive 

spaces with the latest trends in design thinking and technology, 

providing a unique space to work with our customers and 

clients.  We have a similar centre in Indonesia. 
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Human capital 

 

The third platform is human capital. 

 

Here we are investing in education and skills critical to 

innovation - especially STEM. 

 

Our supports extends across primary, secondary, tertiary and in 

the workforce education and we see it as an ongoing 

investment in developing the core and emerging skills Telstra, 

and Australia, will need for the future.  

 

It’s vital that our broader workforce, not just our IT specialists 

and Generation Z, become digital natives. 

  

Our activities range from running university challenges and high 

school Hackathons to acting as the principal supporter of Code 

Club Australia which is teaching primary school children how to 

write code. 

 

New methods and technologies 

 

The fourth innovation platform is focussed on new technologies 

and methods. 
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The ability to develop new technologies and methodologies is 

key because traditional thinking and behaviours won’t solve 

tomorrow’s problems. 

  

As part of this we recently established a partnership with 

Pivotal to jointly implement their agile applications development 

process. The Pivotal relationship is important because it 

provides a pipeline of skills to grow our development 

capabilities our enhances our big data development services to 

our enterprise customers 

 

One of the key technologies that will underpin the internet of 

things will be 5G. 

 

5G is also expected to deliver speeds of up to 10Gbps, 40 

times faster than current speeds.  Telstra is at the cutting edge 

of this technology and we have already achieved a world first 

trial in our mobile network of 1Gbps using LTE advanced 

aggregation technologies. 

 

We have also developed a close relationship with Google, 

which crosses many areas of Telstra including the Google X 4G 

LTE Loon project which has the potential to bring LTE coverage 
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to disadvantaged communities throughout the world and very 

remote areas of Australia. 

 

Innovation platforms - summary 

 

These four platforms create the space for innovation at every 

level of our business, a framework that allows us to move at 

pace and partner with customers, technology partners, 

suppliers, governments and community organisations. 

 

These four platforms underpin our ability to create, innovate, 

and stay focussed on our customers. 

 

Customers at the heart 

 

Because in the end, despite all the technology changes we are 

seeing one thing remains more important than ever – customer 

service. 

 

We have spent the last five years executing a transformation 

programme designed to put the customer at the heart of 

everything we do. 

 

And while we have made great progress, I know we still have 

more to do.   
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We still do not always make it easy for our customers to be 

successful.   

 

Technology plays a crucial role in this transformation – like 

many large companies we have found technology is both the 

problem and the solution. The legacy systems of the past can 

be clunky and slow while technology innovation can transform 

customer experiences and its crucial we embrace it.   

 

Because today, our customers aren’t comparing us to our 

traditional competitors.  

 

We are being compared to new competitors, new companies 

born digital, new companies that are challenging the old 

benchmarks of what constitutes good customer service. 

 

Take Uber as an example.  Uber is not really a technology 

company.  The technology Uber has developed is simpler than 

that which many of you have your businesses today.  What 

Uber has done, is identify a horrible customer experience and 

transformed it.   

 

Let’s face it, in the old world taking a taxi was a dreadful 

experience.  Finding a taxi, knowing when it was going to 
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arrive, finding a clean one, finding a driver who knew where to 

take you, finding one that took cash or one that took a credit 

card.   

 

That experience has been transformed forever. 

 

So where does your customer service let you down, what is the 

weakest link in your interactions with your customers? Find that 

and fix it because that’s where digital disruption will arrive first. 

 

Building an innovative Australia 

 

This brings me to the third and final subject I wanted to cover 

today – the need for Australia as a nation to focus on 

innovation in a vastly more competitive world. 

 

In many ways Australia is now at a crossroads and the key 

question, to use a well worn Silicon Valley term, is how do we 

pivot to become a country that can thrive in the digital age? 

 

The future is digital and that is not something Australia can opt 

out of. 
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We welcome the Government’s renewed focus on innovation 

and have been pleased to participate in events like the National 

Reform Summit and PM’s Innovation Roundtable. 

 

Without declaring a political point of view can I say it is exciting 

to have a Prime Minister and government talking about 

technology and innovation.  

 

Our country needs a clear long term technology vision that 

details how we are going to invest, and develop associated 

skills, to support our comparative advantages in a global 

economy. 

 

Just as Telstra has aspirations to be a world class technology 

company, Australia should have an aspiration to be a world 

class technology nation. 

 

A collaborative approach 

 

I was in Israel last week, an example of what world class can 

look like.  

 

A country with a population of around 8 million, supporting a 

thriving venture capital industry producing more successful 

start-ups than bigger, more industrialised countries. 
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Israel has made high-tech exports and entrepreneurialism a 

point of significant competitive advantage.  They have 

embraced science and technology and are hard-wiring 

innovation into many aspects of their society. 

 

The picture is one of sophisticated and highly effective 

coordination, cooperation and above all collaboration. 

 

So what can we do in Australia?  I believe our approach should 

follow the four platforms of innovation I spoke about earlier. 

 

 Incubation and start ups 

 Collaboration 

 Human capital and skills; and 

 New technologies and methodologies 

 

Firstly we need to develop a more comprehensive ecosystem 

supporting incubation and start ups. 

 

Much has been said about this but the crucial point I want to 

make is the system needs to cross the complete cycle – from 

pre revenue ideas to the start up phase, growth and through 

into the capital markets. 
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There is no point in building infrastructure for start ups if we do 

not simultaneously create the support for the pre start up 

incubation phase or support for migration into long term equity 

capital markets.  Investors are different at every stage of the 

cycle. 

 

It does not make sense that we have a 2 trillion retirement 

savings system and yet the way the industry imposes 

unnecessary liquidity hurdles on investments, it works against 

long term investment. 

 

Secondly we need to recognise the need to collaborate.  What 

is interesting about Israel is that its achievements are 

underpinned by really strong and effective relationships 

between start-ups, universities, research institutes, venture 

capitalists, established businesses and Government. 

 

I am not saying Australia should copy Israel - in fact it is 

important we don’t in creating our own unique innovation eco-

system - but the level of collaboration is a key lesson. 

 

As I mentioned before this is something we have learned and 

embraced at Telstra.  It needs active intervention otherwise too 

many parts of the system work to their own priorities rather 
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working together to bring innovations and solutions to the 

market more quickly. 

 

In the digital world there is just not time to do otherwise. 

 

Thirdly we need to invest in the necessary human capital and 

skills. 

 

This includes STEM – science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics skills - of which much has already been said.  I 

will not elaborate further here but this is as relevant for 

companies as it is nations. 

 

Fourthly and finally we need to identify the new technologies 

and methodologies where we have strategic competitive 

advantage. 

 

It is unlikely we will be able to lead in every area of technology 

innovation.  However, like Israel which has developed core 

technology skills in cyber security, we have natural areas of 

core capability that we can leverage. 

 

In resources, in biomedical science, in solar energy.  Let us 

play to our advantages and focus on those areas where we 

already have strategic capabilities. 
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In summary 

 

To succeed in the future, Australia must support and encourage 

start ups and entrepreneurs who risk and dare and create so 

much that is new. 

 

To succeed in the future, Australia must become world class at 

collaborating on innovation activities between government, 

higher education, science, research, and the private sector. 

 

To succeed in the future Australia must build first class and real 

world capabilities in the STEM disciplines and ensure they are 

central in our national curriculum at all levels. 

 

And finally to succeed in the future, Australia must play to its 

strengths and not diffuse our efforts through a lack of focus. 

 

No silver bullet 

 

No one has all the answers on how to create a successful 

innovation eco-system for Australia. Telstra doesn’t. The 

Government doesn’t. But I think as a country, together we do. 

 

The critical challenge is how we collaborate. 
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How we create a framework built around collaboration across 

sectors – industry with academia, private with public - linked 

together by great leadership, policies fit for purpose and a 

clear, long term vision for the future. 

 

Australia’s success in a digital future will require everybody to 

be at the table, and Telstra is putting its hand up right now to be 

part of that. 

 

 

Our networks and the connectivity we provide that underpins so 

much innovation today. Our networks are already a key part of 

Australia’s innovation eco-system, and are only going to 

become more important in the future; 

 

We have many years of experience in developing innovation 

eco-systems and we want to share that experience; 

 

Conclusion 

 

Let me sum up by reiterating that this is an extraordinary time.   

 

The speed of technology innovation has surpassed even the 

most forward thinking minds of yesterday. 
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The history of innovation and disruption shows time and again 

that at the point of major technological breakthrough new 

competitors will emerge and take market share and value away 

from incumbents. 

 

That is true for Telstra, that is true for Australia. 

 

That is why Telstra’s vision is to become a world class 

technology company with world class innovation capabilities in 

the core of our business.  

 

And that is why Australia must continue to build its innovation 

and R&D capabilities for the future – it is a challenge we must 

all take up to succeed. 

 

Thank you. 

 

[END] 


