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Government-Telstra cancer register deal needs screening
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Stumbling down rabbit holes can lead to unexpected places; just ask Alice, 
she found herself in a Wonderland of strange characters and odd situations.
Her fall may be fictional, but it reflects the same rabbit hole in which 
Australians may find themselves if the latest deal between the federal 
government and Telstra is allowed to see the light of day without intense 
scrutiny. Like Alice, this is a dark comedy that may have severe 
consequences.
Telstra was recently awarded a $220 million contract by the government to 
establish a Cancer Register, which is unclear in its objective. That is, to 
provide “a robust IT solution-based support system for the expanded 
National Bowel Cancer Screening Program and the renewed National 
Cervical Screening Program” or a full “National Cancer Screening 
Register”.
Why is the federal government limiting the solution to just two and not all 
cancers? Is it an IT platform to assist the screening program for those 
cancers or is it a national register?
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This needs to be answered by the government because these are two totally 
different outcomes, with substantially different implications: one being 
effectively a contact database, linked to electronic or paper-based reminders 
not containing sensitive information; and the other being a full personal 
“cancer” health record containing test results, treatments and other highly 
sensitive information.
It has been assumed for the federal government to award the $220m contract 
to Telstra, that it is only a contact database/notification platform. It’s 
something telcos do routinely.
Everyone receives paper-based, email or SMS notifications to inform them 
they are near their limits, exceeding their limits or anything else they believe 
is pertinent to their daily lives, so it makes sense this service be expanded to 
let us all know when we should be undertaking our cancer screening.
The rabbit hole we potentially find ourselves in occurs if the government 
deems it appropriate to place our personal medical data, cancer screening 
results, in the hands of a telco.
Telstra as an organisation has experienced serious data breaches and 
continues to struggle to operate a stable communications network, which is 
its core business. There will be no solace in free data days or $25 credits if 
this environment is breached and the personal health data pilfered.
Australians need to be clearly informed what the objective is. At the 
moment there are many unanswered questions that undermine the 
commendable work the government is embarking on in making bowel 
cancer tests available in a DIY fashion at home and reminding women to 
have Pap smears to test for cervical cancer more readily available and 
efficient.
Telstra is a telco, not a health company. Telstra Health was created and has 
grown through acquisition. It’s laden with talented people, good resources 
and strong solutions in different areas of healthcare, but it has a misguided 
game plan. Its shotgun approach and its attempt to be all things to all people 
leaves it open to failure.
With Telstra’s brand under pressure and its health division yet to coalesce in 
a meaningful way, the deal raises justifiable concerns. Rabbit holes can lead 
to paths of trouble and misadventure — this is an adventure that may well 
prove troublesome.



Antony Harrowell is an Australian business solutions and technology 
adviser. He is founder and CEO of Huxxer Corporation.
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