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AUSTPAC 1982 - 2008 and the NBN 2009 + 

AUSTPAC (decommissioned June 30, 2008) and the National Broadband Network (NBN) 

represent two completely different eras of technology, but they share fundamental similarities in their 

structural role, intent, and impact on Australian society. 

AUSTPAC was Australia’s first public packet-switched data network, launched by Telecom 

Australia in 1982 using the legacy X.25 protocol. The NBN is Australia's current national wholesale 

fixed-line and wireless data network. 

Despite decades of technological divergence, their core similarities include: 

1. National and Ubiquitous Mandate 

● AUSTPAC: Designed by Telecom Australia to provide a unified, nationwide service. It 

explicitly aimed to address regional connectivity gaps so that geographical remoteness 

wouldn't carry heavy data transfer cost penalties. 

● NBN: Conceived to build a nationwide infrastructure footprint, ensuring that all 

Australians—regardless of whether they live in a major city or the Outback—have access to 

uniform high-speed internet. 

2. Standardisation of Infrastructure 

● AUSTPAC: Solved the massive issue of incompatibility between different computer 

terminals and private corporate networks by establishing a single, internationally accepted 

standard (X.25). This allowed diverse hardware systems to seamlessly talk to one another. 

● NBN: Consolidated a highly fragmented market of private ADSL, HFC cable, and regional 

networks into a singular common wholesale standard. This uniform standard levels the 

playing field for internet delivery. 

3. Lowering the Financial Barrier to Entry 

● AUSTPAC: Specifically aimed to eliminate the high start-up costs that prevented smaller 

businesses or institutions from building out their own automated data networks. Businesses 

could simply tap into the existing national framework. 

● NBN: Saves Internet Service Providers (ISPs) from having to build their own multi-billion-

dollar physical cabling to every single house. By providing uniform wholesale access, even 

tiny, boutique ISPs can compete with massive corporations like Telstra and Optus on equal 

footing. 

4. Backbones for Vital Australian Services 

● AUSTPAC: Functioned as the secure, critical backend backbone for the Australian Taxation 

Office (ATO), the Australian Stock Exchange (ASX), remote university terminals, and early 

EFTPOS / ATM retail banking machines. 

● NBN: Serves as the critical backbone for modern remote work, cloud-based corporate 

operations, telehealth networks, digital government infrastructure, and standard residential 

communication. 
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Summary of Differences 

While they are conceptually similar, they differ vastly in performance and execution: 

Feature AUSTPAC NBN 

Active Era 1982 to 2008 2009 to Present 

Core Protocol X.25 Packet Switching IP (Internet Protocol) 

Primary 

Audience 

Corporate, financial, and academic 

institutions 

Universal (All residential and 

commercial sectors) 

Speeds Kilobits per second (Kbps) Megabits to Gigabits per second 

(Mbps/Gbps) 

 

AUSTPAC and its X.400 message handling systems (email) over X.25 

The integration of X.400 message handling systems over X.25 packet-switched data networks by 

Telstra (originally operating as Telecom Australia) represents a crucial period in the evolution of 

enterprise telecommunications and early electronic data interchange (EDI). Before the widespread 

commercial adoption of the Internet and TCP/IP protocols, this framework served as the foundational 

national backbone for secure electronic corporate messaging and trade. 

Below is the historical timeline of Telstra's rollout, peak operation, and eventual phase-out of X.400 

over X.25 services: 

1982 – 1984: The Foundation of X.25 (AUSTPAC) 

● 1982: Telecom Australia launches AUSTPAC, the country’s official public packet-switching 

data network based on the international CCITT X.25 standard. It provides businesses with a 

cheaper, reliable alternative to leased lines or dial-up for data transfer. 

● 1984: The CCITT (now ITU-T) ratifies the first formal X.400 standard (the "Red Book"), 

defining how electronic messages should be structurally processed and store-and-forwarded 

over network backbones like X.25. 

1988 – 1989: The Introduction of X.400 and EDI 

● 1988: Telecom Australia formalises its electronic messaging strategy, establishing Electronic 

Information Technology Services to deliver secure message transfer agents (MTAs). 

Concurrently, CCITT releases the updated X.400 standard (the "Blue Book"). 

● 1989: Telecom Australia debuts Telecom Plus (later evolving into commercial suites like 

Telel, Keylink, and Tradelink). This infrastructure bridges X.400 messaging software directly 

over the existing AUSTPAC X.25 architecture to handle mission-critical logistics, banking, 

and government customs data. 
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1992 – 1995: Peak Enterprise Adoption and "Telstra" Rebranding 

● 1992 – 1993: Telecom Australia merges with the Overseas Telecommunications Corporation 

(OTC), eventually consolidating under the trading identity Telstra. During this era, X.400 

over X.25 serves as the undisputed premier standard for secure B2B file transfers. It becomes 

mandatory for major commercial entities (e.g., Qantas logistics, Tradegate, and the Australian 

Customs Service). 

● 1994: The IETF publishes early drafts detailing international X.400 address schemas. 

Australia’s national Administrative Management Domain (ADMD) is designated under the 

address convention A=Telecom-Australia; C=AU. 

1996 – 2000: The Pivot to TCP/IP and the Internet 

● 1996: Telstra heavily launches high-speed internet and broadband services for consumer and 

enterprise sectors. The lower overhead, cost-efficiency, and global standardisation of the 

Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) begin to erode legacy Open Systems Interconnection (OSI) 

models. 

● Late 1990s: Enterprises initiate a multi-year migration, shifting complex backend database 

routing away from native X.25 networks. They move instead toward Frame Relay, ISDN, or 

early Virtual Private Networks (VPNs) running SMTP and TCP/IP. 

2001 – 2006: Structural Sunsetting and Decommissioning 

● 2002 – 2003: Major Australian government agencies and supply-chain partners execute their 

final mandatory transitions. Systems like the Customs Cargo Management Re-engineering 

(CMR) formally deprecate their managed X.400/X.25 connections in favour of secure 

internet gateways. 

● 2006: Coinciding with structural network upgrades and Telstra's ongoing privatisation 

("T3"), native X.25 network lines (AUSTPAC) are systematically wound down for 

mainstream enterprise applications. Any remaining niche X.400 deployments are adapted to 

run via XOT (X.25 over TCP) rather than physical X.25 circuits. 
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