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Consumers' Telecommunications Network




National Disability Strategy
The Hon Jenny Macklin MP and The Hon Bill Shorten MP

Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs 

Via Email: nds@nationalmailing.com.au

December 2008

Re: National Disability Discussion Paper 
Thank you for the invitation to comment on the National Disability Strategy Discussion paper and for the opportunity to have attended the public consultation. 
About CTN

The Consumers' Telecommunications Network (CTN) is a national peak body of consumer and community organisations, and of individuals representing community interests, who participate in developing national telecommunications policy.  We advocate policies for better access, quality of service and affordability of telecommunications facilities for all residential consumers. CTN's members are national and state organisations representing consumers from non-English speaking backgrounds, deaf consumers, Indigenous people, low income consumers, people with disabilities, young people, pensioners and superannuates, rural and remote consumers, women and consumers in general.
CTN Position Overview
CTN can contribute to the National Disability Strategy from its knowledge of the experiences of people with disabilities within a Telecommunications Policy framework. The ideas put forth in this submission are issues that CTN has been advocating for many years, on an ongoing basis. However, when pieced together in the context of a National Disability Strategy, the relevance and timeliness of this campaign becomes very clear. 
The issue of accessibility, affordability and equality of access to telecommunications technology and services impacts daily on the lives of people with disabilities. Accessible Broadband, content accessibility, access to assistive equipment, SMS access to emergency call services, public awareness of the Caller No Response initiative, and establishing captioned telephony and video relay services are all areas of concern to CTN and its members. Of more concern, is the inaction on behalf of previous governments and their agencies to ensure people with disabilities are afforded the same basic human rights as enjoyed by the rest of society. We welcome this process of establishing a National Disability Strategy in order to make the progress necessary to reinforce and promote principles of social inclusion. 
Accessible Broadband for all Australians
CTN, Media Access Australia (MAA) and the Australia Communication Exchange (ACE) published a report earlier this year entitled “Accessible Broadband for All Australians”
. The project was conducted by the Consumers’ Telecommunications Network (CTN), Media Access Australia (MAA) and the Australian Communications Exchange (ACE) with the goal of making the benefits of broadband available to all Australian consumers. 
The research recognised that for many disadvantaged consumers, affordability is the ultimate barrier and that equitable, universal access will not be achieved without recognition that the market cannot provide for all without deliberate intervention. There is often no correlation between the communications needs of the end user and their ability to pay for the services. This is particularly true for people on disability support incomes who may have the greatest need for access to a high bandwidth service without the disposable income to afford it. In recognition of this and the potential that broadband has for disadvantaged consumers, an industry wide approach needs to deliver a range of affordability options, which must be developed in conjunction with consumer and community advocates.

There are additional impediments to uptake for Australians who are affected by a number of compounding factors that reduce access to services beyond other factors of disadvantage. Around 1 in 5 Australians have a disability. The most recent information specifically on disability – that is, as a limitation, restriction or impairment, which has lasted, or is likely to last, for at least six months – and use of the Internet was in 2002. At that time, the majority (55%) of adults living in private dwellings had used a computer at home at some time within the previous year. Usage rates were higher among those without a disability or long-term health condition (63%) and lower among those with more severe levels of core-activity limitation. The rate among those with a profound or severe core-activity limitation was 31%. Rates of accessing the Internet at home within the previous year, and of using email or accessing chat sites via the Internet within the previous year, followed similar patterns albeit at lower levels, with increased severity of disability associated with lower rates of participation.  

A lack of affordable specialised equipment and inaccessible website practices continue to cause difficulties for people with access issues. It is also important to recognise the potential impact of the ageing population, and the fact that many accessibility features are useful for older people. ABS figures also confirm that people with disabilities have higher levels of long-term unemployment, which is particularly relevant given the growth of online and telepresence work opportunities. Taken together, all these factors are disadvantaging people with disabilities who have the most to gain from access to broadband.  
Content Accessibility

Online content must become more accessible for people with disabilities. Ensuring that websites are accessible as per the W3C initiative may be supplemented by self-regulatory benchmarks to ensure content is accessible.  

Industry and government have a role in setting examples of best practice in creating accessible content, particularly multimedia products. In recent times, Disability Discrimination Commissioner, Graeme Innes, has called upon government departments and agencies to improve their adherence to government standards and legislation that requires them to provide equal access to public information for people with disability.

"This is about ensuring that people are not discriminated against on the basis of their disability when information - some of it very high profile - is released by government departments and agencies", Mr Innes said. "Of all organisations, government departments and agencies know they should be making documents and information accessible to everyone."

Assistive Equipment, Access and Affordability

For consumers with disabilities, often there is a significant additional cost for the assistive equipment that actually allows the communication to take place (eg voice recognition software). 
The availability of a type of telecommunications service is not, in itself, enough to ensure people are getting the services they need. Issues around appropriate technology need to be addressed. For example, a Deaf person who lives in a rural area without access to broadband apart from a satellite service will have difficulty accessing an appropriate communications service. If they had a real broadband service, they could have the opportunity to use a relay service to communicate in an equivalent way. Disability access to the range of potential basic services needs to be actively supported, particularly through the Disability Equipment Program.
Telstra has a Disability Equipment Program
, but it is fairly limited. Consumers need access to a larger range of communications products in a reviewed Disability Equipment Program which is operated independently from Telstra. This approach will ensure that consumers with disabilities are not bound to one provider but will enjoy the benefits of competition and can choose between providers.
At present, affordability is not part of the principles underpinning the Universal Service Obligation (USO)
. It is CTN’s view that the USO regime would benefit by being expanded to encompass affordability issues. There is little purpose in having services that are unaffordable for people on low incomes, as it effectively reinforces the digital divide. Whilst the price controls regime currently applies to only Telstra, it seems sensible to have some kind of affordability benchmarking apply industry wide as an important principle of treating all industry players equally. The Access for Everyone
 program currently available to low-income Telstra customers needs to be applicable industry wide, and adjusted in light of any changes to the USO regime.
SMS access to Emergency Call Services
CTN believes there is a clear and demonstrable need for SMS emergency services. The current problem with the 106 emergency service is that it is only accessible to Deaf people or other NRS users in situations when a TTY or computer with modem is available. Also TTY relies on the use of electricity and is not portable, so in the event of power outages or when an accident happens outside the range of a TTY, the Deaf person's options for obtaining assistance are severely jeopardised
. 

The Deaf community has dramatically reduced TTY use in favour of SMS, email and MSN. TTY is generally only used to access the NRS when other options are unavailable, and many younger Deaf people do not bother with TTY access at all. Even if TTY’s were widely used they are not a mobile technology that you have with you when you are out and about and confront an emergency. 

The ability to establish an SMS relay service has been demonstrated and trialed in the past by the Australian Communication Exchange
. Despite the limited functionality in terms of confirmation that messages have been received, many similar SMS services still provide useful services. The Royal Automobile Club of Victoria delivers SMS roadside assistance service to its members who are Deaf, hearing impaired or speech impaired
. Taxi operators, and vehicle breakdown services are also offering a SMS service i.e., RACQ, RACV, RACT, VicRoads, SilverTop Taxi (Melbourne), Yellow Cabs (Brisbane)
. Other major service providers such as Queensland Rail have established SMS assistance lines
.

Deaf, hearing and speech-impaired people do not have optimal access to emergency services, new technologies, and we need to make significant investments to improve this access. It is acknowledged that SMS is not a ‘real-time’ communication and that priority is not given to SMS in the network, however this is a case of ‘something is better than nothing’ for those concerned. Deaf, hearing and speech impaired consumers could register for an SMS service and would have to be informed of the limitations involved. Similarly to the FCC service offered in the US, affirmative acknowledgement from all customers that they are aware of and understand the limitations could be an opt-in requirement.  An automatic acknowledgement system could assure text callers that their message has been received; the 'reliability' issue may be largely resolved. 
Public Awareness of the Caller No Response Initiative

Of further concern for Deaf, hearing and speech impaired consumers, is the Caller No Response (CNR) Initiative. The Caller No Response (CNR) initiative is designed to ensure a faster response for genuine callers to the Emergency Call Service (Triple Zero). Where the caller does not respond to the operator's question: "Emergency. Police? Fire? Ambulance?" the call is directed to an interactive voice response (IVR) unit. The caller will be asked this question three times. All callers directed to the IVR unit are asked to press 55 if they cannot speak and require emergency assistance. If a caller does not press 55 after three requests from the operator, the call is discontinued
. 
In discussions at the CTN Conference and in consultation for the Emergency Call Service Determination Review, it came to our attention that many callers were not aware of the CNR and the need to press 55 when using the 000 service. The common belief was that if you call 000 and leave the phone off the hook, the Emergency Services Operator would be able to establish your location and subsequently send assistance because there was no response.
CTN would like to see this issue publicised widely in order to improve the CNR initiative and to avoid such an unintended consequence of endangering end-users. An education campaign is required that is in Auslan and captioned and is on Prime-time Television and in publications that target these communities.  
Consumers who are Deaf, hearing impaired or have a communications disability are particularly at risk of this mismatch between expectations and reality when it comes to dialling 000.
Captioned Telephony
Deafness Forum has recently released a discussion paper on the issue of Captioned Telephones, including web-based captioned telephony and the provision of this service in Australia. 

It is essentially a telephone that displays real-time captions of the current conversation, in addition to the voice component of the call. The captions are typically displayed on a screen embedded into the telephone base. Alternatively, for those with hearing impairment and some vision impairment, the captions can be displayed on a computer monitor in a large font to suit the user. 

There is currently no provision for captioned telephones under the Telecommunications (Equipment for the Disabled) Regulations 1998, and it is proposed that by means of precedent, the government fund the service using the funding model for the National Relay Service.

CTN’s support of Deafness Forum’s proposal comes with concern about the proprietary nature of Captel. CTN would prefer that the technology operate as a published open standard rather than a closed proprietary standard. The implication being that consumers will be left with no choice of provider of end user equipment. They are effectively locked out as Captel phones only operate with Captel relay equipment. A favoured alternative would be a “captioned telephony” type system that employed national standards and open system hardware.

At the same time, people using Auslan to communicate over the Video Relay Service would not gain any benefit from such a service. Similarly, as TTY’s are becoming less popular amongst younger people, the NRS and Internet Relay are suited to the technologically savvy generations and will continue to provide value to them.
It is recognised that whilst it is not a solution that caters for all people with a hearing or speech related disability, the improvements to technology offers an option for future improvements to existing services. The proposal is not mutually exclusive, it will benefit people with some degree of hearing loss, using hearing aids, assistive listening devices, and who are Deaf or hard of hearing and use their own voice.
Video Relay Service

CTN member organisation, Deaf Australia has been running a campaign to establish a video relay service for Deaf consumers. Although hearing people take for granted the typical handset telephone or mobile phone which enables them to communicate with someone in a remote location, those who are Deaf need an opportunity to see each other; to observe emotions, face and body language as well as to use sign language It is important therefore that Deaf people have a telecommunication service that provides such options and is as easily accessible. Such an alternative is video communication where sign language can be used
. Deaf Australia believes that:

“VRS should be considered a normal part of the national relay service that enables Deaf people who use Auslan to enjoy what would be a “functionally equivalent” telecommunications service as enjoyed by all others. Tied with the establishment of a VRS is the availability of video communication devices through the disability equipment program that will enable Deaf people to access the service
.”

We welcome the VRS trial being conducted by Deaf Australia and the Australian Communication Exchange, so we can understand costs involved to ensure that the deaf community has access to an equivalent voice service. Technological advances have significantly changed the means by which that connectivity can be attained. Having access to an any-to-any voice or voice equivalent telecommunications service remains a necessity which must be preserved for all Australians. It’s important that consumer communication needs are met through the most appropriate form of communications for them. CTN strongly believes that all Australians have a right to an appropriate basic communications service for them. 
Feedback on the Process

CTN is thrilled with the initiative taken by FACHSIA in developing a National Disability Strategy. Over half of CTN’s member base is organisations and individuals representing people with disabilities and it is vital to acknowledge and address the diverse needs of this group to ensure social inclusion. 

Further CTN would like to congratulate FACHSIA for the accessible and consultative nature taken to develop this strategy. The Easy English Version of the discussion paper should be held up as an example of how it is possible to reach a broad range of community members, and empower them to have their voices heard. Further the process in which the community consultations were conducted allowed for a fair and well adjudicated session in which those present were given the opportunity to speak. 
Thank you once again for the opportunity to comment and to have our comments taken into account.  Should you wish to discuss this response in more detail please contact myself or Danielle Notara at the Consumers’ Telecommunications Network on 02 9572 6007 or at ctn@ctn.org.au. 

Yours sincerely,
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Teresa Corbin

CTN Chief Executive Officer

This submission was prepared by Danielle Notara, CTN Policy and Research Project Officer, and Teresa Corbin, CTN Chief Executive Officer. It has been approved out of session by the CTN Board.
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