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Regional Telecommunications Independent Review Committee Secretariat
Via email: submissions@rtirc.gov.au


17 December 2007

Dear Committee Members,
Re: Regional Telecommunications Independent Review Committee Discussion Paper

Thank you for the invitation to comment on the Regional Telecommunications Independent Review Committee (the Committee) Discussion Paper. Regional access to telecommunications has been an area of great interest to CTN members since we were established in 1989, and we welcome the opportunity to raise some of the current issues confronting consumers in rural and remote areas.
About this Submission

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 superannuants, rural and remote consumers, women and consumers in general.

In developing this submission, CTN met with a range of stakeholders via teleconference to discuss the experiences of people living in rural, regional and remote areas. We have also drawn on previous consultation we have undertaken that are relevant, and individual and community complaints that we have received.
While we have not prepared specific recommendations, we hope that the information provided will be of assistance. We look forward to the opportunity to present to the Committee and 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 Sarah Wilson at the Consumers’ Telecommunications Network on 02 9572 6007 or at ctn@ctn.org.au. 
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SECTION 1 - Background

Q 1.1
What telecommunications services do you consider most significant for regional, rural and remote areas? 

The purpose of telecommunications is that it provides a means of effective communications– with family, friends, business, government, and the wider community, regardless of location.  Up to the present, a near-ubiquitous copper network has allowed end users to communicate across great distances, and fulfilled the basic needs of most consumers via landline telephone services.  There is a high degree of confidence in the existing copper wire network, and it is widely considered an essential service. There are issues about reliability of service and repair, as discussed elsewhere in this submission, but in all, the copper wire network has to date met the needs of residential consumers who wanted a landline in regional and rural areas. Remote consumers on the other hand are however not always able to access the services they need.
It is however critical to recognise that the reliance on landline services has been shaped by the lack of other alternatives. Not everyone can access mobile phone services, despite what coverage maps may suggest, and consumers are loudly complaining that Telstra’s Next G coverage is not providing service in the same areas as the CDMA network. Consumers may need additional equipment such as antennas or a special handset to be able to access the mobile network. So whilst landlines are essential services, there is little other option in most rural areas, and particularly in remote areas where often public phones alone are the only service available. 

People in rural, remote and regional Australia don’t have the same mobile phone coverage that consumers in urban areas enjoy. Mobile phones are very popular in Australia for their convenience and mobility. Yet rural householders complain that they cannot get coverage in their homes or on their properties. This applies even to people living relatively close to a large towns. During our consultation for this submission, poor mobile coverage was constantly cited as a hindrance to effective communications. In particularly the safety aspects of owning a mobile were highlighted. 

Looking to the future, there seems to be strong recognition that broadband will be critical to future generations to ensure equitable access to opportunities, services and information all of which are increasingly being provided only online.  A high speed, affordable and reliable, metro-equivalent broadband service will allow people to access online services more effectively. It will also provide an alternative to the fixed copper network for phone calls which can be made using a Broadband connection and a Voice over IP service.

In short, the answer is that the most significant services for regional, rural and remote consumers are reflected by the same demands as those in the city and they include landlines (including access to fax); mobile, broadband and public phones. Each of these plays a vital role in providing services to consumers regardless of where they live. 
Q 1.2
Do you consider that your current need for these telecommunications services is adequately met?  
If not, please explain. 

Landline services: Generally speaking, there appears to be broad satisfaction with the quality of landline services. However faults are not uncommon, which impacts on access to basic communications (particularly in remote areas, where there may be no mobile service and also for those reliant on dial up internet). We still hear complaints about repairs taking significantly longer than the Customer Service Guarantee (CSG), which is compounded by a fault queuing system. Feedback we have received suggests that the queuing system does not allow repairs in remote areas to be conducted by area, which delayed repairs due to inefficiencies in travel arrangements by technicians.   Our stakeholders also advised us that access to fax services remained a very high priority for them, as it is a reliable data transmission service. 

Mobiles: We hear frequent complaints that mobile coverage is not adequate, and does not meet the claims made by service providers.  Coverage maps are indicative only and there are no guarantees that coverage exists where service providers claim. There is a need for greater accuracy and accountability with these claims, and more importantly, greater mobile coverage is needed. We urge the Committee to recommend an audit of mobile coverage across the entire nation especially in rural and remote areas.
CTN has also supported calls for mandatory national roaming across mobile networks to maximise coverage for consumers especially when it comes to emergency service access. It is ironic that tourists travelling to Australia have better coverage due to international roaming agreements than Australians who have a contract with a provider based in this country.
A big issue in recent months pertains to the closure of the Telstra CDMA network. Some consumers believe that their existing CDMA coverage has been adversely affected by the new Next G network, because they are unable to get a signal in locations where the CDMA network should still operate but the Next G network has been installed. There is widespread concern that coverage will not be equivalent as promised and that Telstra will not take account of these experiences when it shuts down the network in January 2008.  We’ve also heard reports that CDMA network outages and problems are being fixed very slowly because of the intention to shut down the network. Recognition of complaints and real life experiences is an ongoing issue for people in rural remote and regional areas. 

There are a number of sources collecting complaints that will give the Committee the specific information it seeks. We therefore urge the Committee to liaise with the new Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy to access specific complaints made directly to the Minister, and also see Telstra’s Now We Are Talking website (for example the forum on the CDMA closure at: http://www.nowwearetalking.com.au/Home/PageForum.aspx?mid=365). We are also aware that CHOICE and Kondinin (Rural Advocacy) Group have been receiving specific complaints about coverage, which the Committee could find useful. 

Internet: Regional and remote access to high- speed services is inadequate to meet demand and nowhere near equivalent to what is available in metropolitan areas. Constituents and other parties we consulted with for this submission complained that their location meant only satellite or ISDN services were available. These services are not equivalent in any way to the services available in metropolitan areas. There is no doubt people who do not have access to affordable, fast and reliable broadband services will be disadvantaged as we move further toward an economy and society that relies on access to the internet for information, business transactions, education and training, and leisure. This is one of the most critical issues for Australia in the near future. 

High speed, reliable, affordable and metropolitan equivalent services are not always available, even for people who live in reasonably large towns. We regularly receive complaints from consumers who are unable to get access to ADSL services because they are not close enough to their local exchange. Recently a person who lives 10km outside Coonabarabran in New South Wales contacted us to express his frustration at being unable to get fixed or wireless broadband. A similar story from Gayndah in Queensland was reported. 

Generally speaking, a satellite internet service is not a suitable or adequate broadband service unless there are absolutely no other options available, as it does not allow for information to be transmitted upstream at reasonable speeds. Practically, this means for example that it’s not possible for the end user to upload photos onto their website or YouTube (for example). Satellite is also comparatively more expensive, and inferior in speed and quality of service (particularly when factors such as inclement weather impact on availability). 
Public payphones: Public phones remain essential services in many rural and remote communities. Local residents know where they can find local public payphones, and this is often necessary for reporting faults and for back up (for example a generator for a phone runs out after only around half an hour, which is very little time in cases of black outs). They are, of course, important for regular users, particularly low-income consumers and pre-paid mobile phone users who are reliant on access to public phones to make calls.  Public phones are critical in emergencies and are especially also vital where mobile phone coverage is non-existent or unreliable.. 

Q 1.3
What telecommunications services do you consider will be needed to meet your needs in the future?  Please explain.

As previously indicated, the diverse range of telecommunications services needs to be preserved - there is no one size fits all solution available.  However, broadband access, mobile phone coverage and payphone availability, are all communications services that need expansion in the future.  

It must be remembered that the utility of broadband is never fully understood by consumers until it is actually available to them.  Broadband is fast becoming an essential service for many Australians, allowing users to do the same things as on dial-up, only faster while also giving access to other services as a result of that increased capacity. Broadband, in some instances, has begun to address some of the social and economic issues relating to isolation in regional communities. Access to broadband provides Australians with many opportunities such as access to; work from home or other remote locations; education and training; government information and services; e-health initiatives; social networking and communication applications, such as Voice over IP.

Furthermore, future technologies like IPTV (television delivered over broadband) will soon begin to find an audience, and home networks become more mainstream, increasing the need for access to high bandwidth services. The cost savings available for consumers is seeing more Australians shift toward services that have an underlying broadband connection to support their basic communications services, such as Voice over IP.
We have argued repeatedly elsewhere and reiterate again here that universal broadband coverage must be a government policy priority. Without universal access, there is potential for disparity between access to services and opportunities to not only communicate, but also to participate in society and the economy.

An on going issue for broadband is how to make the benefits of such services relevant and known to potential users, i.e. demonstrating to people how broadband can enhance their lives in practical ways. There is little point rolling out new networks if the demand side of the equation is not stimulated. There is a role for all levels of government to run projects that showcase the utility of broadband and how it can enhance people’s every day lives.

The most appropriate way to provide broadband in a community will vary depending on the actual community itself. Sometimes, a central hub is an appropriate way to provide services in low-density communities. We would like to refer the Committee Department of Communications, Media and the Arts (DCITA) produced an excellent publication Making a Difference: Broadband in Regional Australia that looks at case studies and analyses the success and failures of a range of trials.  
The kind of broadband networks that will be rolled out need to be appropriate for rural and regional conditions, which has been discussed at length in the publicity surrounding the OPEL network which received nearly $1 billion of government funding this year. The uncertain reliability of WiMax technology has been raised repeatedly. We received recent feedback from North Western Tasmania suggesting that the terrain prevented even ABC Radio signals being transmitted. Accordingly, there is great concern about how a wireless or satellite broadband service would be able to function effectively. There is a need to ensure that services rolled out are fit for purpose in rural regional and remote areas. 

While CTN is very enthusiastic about the Rudd Government’s commitment to roll broadband services out to 98% of Australians via a fibre network, we are concerned about the technology that will be used to provide services to the other 2% of the population. We must make sure that these consumers get metro- equivalent services. We look forward participating in consultation about these issues with the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy (DBCDE).
Q 1.4
What would you consider to be ‘equitable’ access to telecommunications services for people in regional, rural and remote Australia? 

This is a critical question. The answer is that equitable is a very broad concept encompassing many aspects, all of equal importance. 

Equitable services would need to remain price comparable to metropolitan services – the cross subsidising approach to the price control regime has been a highly effective way of ensuring affordability. It is critical that price controls remain part of the regulatory environment, particularly if a new high speed broadband network is created.  If everyone has the right to access communications services, it needs to be recognised that the ability to pay will be a factor in the type of services taken up. We recommend the development of a Communications Allowance for low- income consumers to ensure that they don’t miss out on access to services they need because they are just unable to afford them.

Equitable also means that reliability of services is equivalent to metro areas. One ongoing concern is that the copper network that delivers most voice and broadband services is aging and will continue to require ongoing maintenance and upgrades.  So, an equitable service would require equivalent quality of service and reliability parameters. 

People with disabilities have struggled for sometime with communications services that have not been accessible. A standard telephone service (landline), for example, does not allow Deaf and hearing impaired consumers to use the service – it is only for those who can use voice communication. Equitable communications for Deaf people would mean the ability to communicate in real time – such as through a real time relay service, and via video over broadband. Equitable access for a Deaf person is therefore having access to a high-speed broadband service that supports Auslan communication.  An assistive equipment program is also required to offset the additional costs of having accessible equipment that enables  equivalence in regards to communications services. 

Similarly, there is a need for communications services to be culturally appropriate. Aboriginal people who live in remote areas and have a highly mobile lifestyle have found that mobile phones are the most appropriate communications device. Mobiles can be kept close at hand (thus controlling access).and have the capacity to receive messages, and the costs can be controlled by using pre-paid services. 

Perhaps the key factor for equitable access is that consumers have access to affordable, reliable services that are appropriate for their needs. It needs to be reiterated once again that Australians living in a regional, rural or remote area should not be subject to an either/or choice between communications services. 

SECTION 2 - Competition

Q 2.1
Do you consider competition to be important for telecommunications infrastructure and/or services in regional, rural and remote areas?  Please outline what you consider to be the main benefits or disadvantages. 

Q 2.2
How can competition be better encouraged in regional, rural and remote areas?

Competition has really had little apparent impact in rural, regional and remote areas where there is little or no infrastructure competition. In most areas only resellers have existed. A deregulated, competitive telecommunications market in itself does not deliver new services and better prices, particularly in areas where there less profit to be made.  Genuine consumer choice between service providers is however an important benefit for consumers of the current regulatory framework.

Creating real competition at the infrastructure level is widely seen as the best way of providing real service options for consumers.  CTN strongly believes that any communications network that receives government funding or equivalent regulatory ‘holidays’ must be keep its network open to encourage competition and more choice for consumers. This includes any proposal for a new broadband network in rural, regional and remote areas. Preserving choice for end users is of course important, but the infrastructure needs to be rolled out in the first place before this becomes relevant. 

Joint public ownership of the infrastructure network also allows a higher degree of regulatory control over aspects of competition and choice than one that is subject solely to share holder benefit. Prices charged by sole owners of infrastructure who also  wholesale providers to other retail service providers has been a problem. Alternative service providers can be priced out of the market, thus limiting consumer choice.  Regulation of costs of services is more difficult, legally and politically, for governments. The restricted choice can result in higher cost. 

The development of a modern broadband infrastructure and service enables compliance with government regulation over competition, choice, and cost to be built into the contractual arrangements for the successful tenderer(s) to establish the infrastructure and for subsequent service providers.

CTN is of the view that a degree of public ownership of infrastructure is good for competition of the kind that passes (some of) the benefits of competition onto consumers. CTN has also advocated in the past that legislation requiring the structural separation of Telstra may be the best option to get competition functioning effectively for consumers.
SECTION 3 - Consumer Protection

Q 3.1
Do you consider access to a fixed telephone service to be important? Please explain.


Access to a fixed service is critical and will remain so into the foreseeable future. This is particularly so because mobile phone coverage is not universal, and mobile phones are not subject to important consumer safeguards like quality of service benchmarks. The fixed network is of high quality, highly reliable, and nearly ubiquitous, meaning that even people in remote areas are contactable. Fixed services are widely used in remote areas for education and training; mobiles are in no way a possible substitute for a landline for this purpose. The medi-alert system was identified by our stakeholders as being an important health and security service that works only in conjunction with a landline, not a mobile. This service is highly regarded and considered an essential service for those in remote areas.  

Despite what the discussion paper suggests, many people are comfortable using landline services and have no intention of switching to VOIP or mobile-only services, particularly older people. Services in remote and rural areas are not of the same range or quality as those in areas with higher population densities and access to reliable non-PSTN networks. They are simply not fit to replace existing landline services.  It is critical that the integrity and reach of the existing fixed network is preserved. 
Q 3.2
Have you experienced difficulties in obtaining adequate access to a fixed telephone service?  If so, please outline the issue or problem.

The majority of problems obtaining a landline service appear to be for indigenous people in remote areas – we discuss this in greater detail in Section 5.  

Q 3.3
Do you consider fixed telephone services in regional, rural and remote Australia to be reasonably available?  If not, which areas do you consider need priority attention and why?

Fixed services are reasonably available, apart from in remote areas where under-servicing remains a problem, as has been the case for a long time. Again, see section 5 for specific comments. 

Q 3.4
Have you recently experienced any serious or extended service faults or difficulties?  If so, do you consider that they were well handled?

We urge the committee to liaise with the Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman on this issue. The TIO takes complaints about service outages on a case-by-case basis and should be able to provide detailed information about service outages. Similarly, the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) should be able to provide detailed information about network reliability.  It’s important that the Committee access this information, given that individuals may not know about the existence of this review.  

In our consultation process, most participants indicated that they were happy with the level of service. However we have had reports about problems getting complaints dealt with in a rural area, when the fault originated from a neighbouring property. Our complainant could only get their service issue addressed after the initial service fault was rectified, and was ineligible for the Customer Service Guarantee (CSG) as a result. In our consultation, our stakeholders were not of the view that the CSG is being applied correctly in all cases, and many were unaware of the existence of the CSG, which is disturbing.

The Network Reliability Framework has also assisted in improving quality of service in rural areas. The reporting regime linked to this framework is extremely useful in highlighting recurrent problems. There needs however to be on-going monitoring of the NRF to ensure that it is functioning effectively with adequate follow up from Telstra as appropriate.
Q 3.5
Are the current priority service arrangements for people with a life-threatening illness adequate and accessible?  

Our consultation found that stakeholders are satisfied on the whole with priority assistance arrangements.  However, it is notable that these arrangements only apply to Telstra’ s Licence and that all other providers are covered by an Industry code of practice. CTN believes that it would be preferable to all service providers should be covered by licence conditions when it comes to .priority assistance. We also believe that there should be no distinction between the time frame for fault rectifications and connections for priority assistance customers regardless of the chosen provider.
Q 3.6
Is access to a payphone important to you?  If so, please explain why.

Public phones remain essential services in many remote communities. Local residents know where they can find local public phones, and this is often necessary for reporting faults and for back up (for example a generator for a phone runs out after only around half an hour, which is very little time in cases of black outs). Safety issues were also cited as an important reason for travellers in remote areas for the ongoing need for public phones.

 They are also, of course, important for regular users, particularly low-income consumers and pre-paid mobile phone users who are reliant on access to public phones to make calls.  In 2004, the then Australian Communications Authority looked at payphone users and found that public phones were used by consumers with mobiles who were sensitive to the cost of using a mobile, and that even at that stage around 63% of payphone users had a mobile
. There is little to suggest that the factors that were influencing the use of public phones at that time have changed.  Public phones are also important where mobile phone coverage is non-existent or unreliable. 

We discuss the nexus between Indigenous people and public phones in section 5.

Q 3.7
Have you experienced difficulties in locating, accessing or using a payphone?  If so, please outline the difficulties experienced. 

We have had numerous complaints about a range of payphone issues. The biggest in recent times has been without doubt payphone removal.  There is a significant imbalance between the ability of consumers to keep their public phones and Telstra to remove the phones as they choose, due to their commercial imperatives. Many complaints pertain to removal of phones without due process being followed, and an inability to have the removal reviewed and repealed. 

The following case exemplifies the issue. Last October, one of the two public public phones in Otford, New South Wales, was removed, without notice from Telstra. When users of the phone service queried the removal, Telstra told them that vandals must have removed the payphone because Telstra hadn’t. Telstra later conceded that it had in fact taken the payphone, but that a sticker indicating this fact had been attached, as per the payphone removal requirements. Users of the phone, who say they would have fought the proposal had they been aware of the pending removal, dispute this. 

Otford residents formed OPPRAG for the specific purpose of having the payphone reinstalled in the same location. The importance of having the payphone in that specific location has been clearly outlined by the community in a media release protesting the removal: 

“Otford is an isolated community nestled at the foot of the Royal National Park. The nearest shops or services are 3-4 km away. There is no public transport except for a limited train service. Mobile phone coverage is very poor. The threat of bushfire is high as it is heavily wooded. The phone had been centrally located opposite the Bush Fire Brigade and primary school bus stop, so there are child safety issues involved as well.”

The other remaining payphone is located on the train station platform, which is around 750 metres from the town centre, a significant distance for people needing to make a round trip to make a phone call. As well, to go on to the station platform legally you need a valid train ticket. Anyone who tries to use the phone without purchasing a ticket therefore risks a fine of several hundred dollars. It is difficult to imagine any reasonable person thinking it was an acceptable situation to have to buy a train ticket to use a public phone!

Telstra’s national customer relations manager for public phones has been quoted in the media as saying that whilst there is “absolutely nothing” stopping people from using the remaining payphone, Telstra are in discussions with railway authorities to move the phone outside the station premises – “if that’s what the community wants”.

An interesting aspect of this case is the disconnect between the notification Telstra must give the community when proposing to remove a payphone and what the community says it has received.  OPPRAG approached Wollongong Council to ask how many payphone removal notifications it had received. They were advised that only 2 had been recorded last November, and furthermore they indicated removals were slated for about one month from the time of notification (not the 3 months required). Wollongong Council apparently has an extensive document management system for recording all incoming correspondence, which should have noted all correspondence from Telstra. There have certainly been more than 2 removals from that area, which leaves a big question mark over whether Telstra is fulfilling all its payphone removal obligations

The case was sent to ACMA for investigation, and there has been no public information about this forthcoming.  There is no transparency about how these cases or disputes are being settled. 

A problem that continues to confuse CTN, is that of USO public phones. Whilst Telstra has obligations to provide these services, it refuses to nominate which are phones supplied under the USO.  Whilst a payphone locator on Telstra’s website is a useful planning tool, it’s not great for people who are looking for a payphone, rather than sitting at a computer. 

The other issue with public phones is that many times “public” pay phones are locked up in stores, rather than publicly available for use after hours. This means that the utility of the phones is lost, due to the inability to access them. Notably, this applies commonly to privately owned payphones.

Disability access of public phones remains an issue, and needs to be expanded and compatible with the Communications Alliance Guideline G630:2006: Accessibility of Public phones. There are many providers now of public payphones in metropolitan areas but the provider still in regional areas is  predominantly Telstra. Telstra has good record of providing accessible payphones although at times there area issues about the number of accessible phones, Telstra does provide TTY Payphones and wheel chair friendly phones. There has been ongoing discussion about making further improvements and Telstra has well established consultation processes for this.
Maintenance and repair of public phones in Aboriginal communities has been the subject of considerable trial projects by Telstra, involving training and employment support programs. Delivery of such programs in remote Aboriginal communities often encounters difficulty. Training Organisations that operate out bush have developed the knowledge and understanding required to deal with the difficulties of remote training.  Community based and owned agencies that provide jobs and employment support programs in a range of employment areas also have relevant corporate expertise.

Telstra programs for remote public phones can be more successful if they connect more closely to existing training and employment expertise.  People in remote communities consider that Telstra payphone programs will also be improved by a longer term commitment.

Q 3.8
Do you currently make use of new technologies such as voice over Internet protocol (VOIP), such as Skype or Engin, for your voice calls? 

Our consultation found that due to the prevalence of satellite, dial up or ISDN services, that VOIP calls were not viable due to the low bandwidth of the services. Again, rural consumers without high speed broadband won’t be able to access the benefits of VOIP and the cost savings associated with these services.  It’s important to recognise that some consumers have no intention of changing from a traditional landline service which functions well and meets their needs only for price savings alone. 

Q 3.9
Do you consider that the increasing availability of VOIP services is becoming an adequate substitute for your fixed service? Please explain.

There is little relevance to this proposal at present due to lack of broadband of suitable quality. Given the quality, ubiquity and reliability of landline services in rural, regional and remote areas– as opposed to most other communications services – there is little incentive to change. The reality is that people want their existing landline services to continue because they are meeting their present needs.

CTN’s own research indicates that residential consumers with broadband connections are more likely to access services such as Skype but mostly to contact friends and family overseas. It is unclear how much of the call traffic on Skype in Australia results in STD or national type calls. There is still very low adoption of VoIP in residential markets in Australia unlike the SME and corporate users.

Reliability of service and availability seem to be much stronger factors than pricing alone for consumers in non-urban areas.  The lack of technical support is another factor in people’s unwillingness to take up new technologies, when there is no funding for usage and training and support services and the service providers are also unwilling to meet people’s needs. 

Q 3.10
Do you consider that the consumer protections in place allow for delivery of adequate fixed telephone services and public phones in regional, rural and remote areas? 

We note that the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy is currently reviewing the Universal Service Obligation (USO). We suggest you access the public submissions on this issue, which will doubtlessly explore a range of opinions on the effective functioning of the USO as a means of rolling out services where they are needed. 

Since it was introduced, the CSG has played an important role in compelling service providers to fix faults in a time efficient manner. However, we think that there needs to be better compliance and closer regulatory monitoring to ensure the CSG is being effective applied. 

Payphone consumer protections are inadequate at present, because of the lack of transparency in USO payphone indications, payphone removal processes, and review processes, as discussed in greater detail elsewhere in section 3.
Q 3.11
Have you had a need to access the services offered by the Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman (TIO)?  

We strongly encourage the Committee to refer to the TIO for information about awareness of their scheme. We are aware that the TIO consistently finds significantly lower levels of awareness and lower utilisation of the TIO by rural, regional and remote consumers.  Please see page 10 of the TIO Annual Report
 for details. Many of the consumer groups we consulted with for this review felt there was widespread awareness of the TIO amongst their constituents, however our consultation was generally with more informed consumers.
SECTION 4 - Targeted funding

Q 4.1
Do you consider mobile phone coverage in regional, rural and remote Australia to be reasonably available?  If not, which areas do you consider need priority attention and why?

Please see our comments in section 1.2 regarding where to obtain case studies about the level of dissatisfaction with the Next G network. The small number of handsets with antennas for coverage used by consumers in areas near the edge of the network has been frustrating for many consumers, particularly as they have only recently been on the market and are an unwelcome additional expense.  It is critical that the committee travel to rural regional and remote areas to experience the types of problems people are having on a day-to-day basis.

It is difficult to rank what funding priorities should exist, when any improvements to mobile coverage is eagerly sought. Many of CTN’s regional and remote members don’t have any coverage, or have very poor coverage, and/or the choice of only one carrier. Those who reside in rural and remote areas are continually frustrated at improvements to existing services is metropolitan areas and multiple carriers installing infrastructure where services are already available, when there is little expanded coverage to rural and remote areas. 

Telstra can provide statistics on mobile take up in Aboriginal communities once coverage is provided.  Telstra has a figure that it uses in its business planning when assessing viability of a mobile service in any community or locality, aboriginal or other.  That figure can be compared with the take up, usage, earning and bottom line figures, by locality.  

There is a need for a strategic, nationally agreed and coordinated approach to achieving better mobile phone coverage where it’s needed, particularly the expansion of coverage across regional highways and the roll out of services to new areas as key outcomes of this project. Whilst it’s important that coverage across highways improves, it is equally important that Australians who live permanently in outlying areas gain access to terrestrial mobile services.  This is particularly important because often repairs to services take far longer for those in regional and remote areas compared with metropolitan Australia.

Q 4.2
Is adequate service being delivered through the combination of targeted funding for additional mobile phone coverage and satellite phone subsidies?

Mobile Connect was a 2006 program that aimed to improve coverage. Funding was only to be given subject to the service having ongoing commercial viability. Yet at the same time, another objective of the program was to meet the social and economic needs of regional Australia in relation to mobile phone coverage.  There was an inherent, unacknowledged tension in the program, namely that if an area did provide sufficient long-term commercial incentives, large government subsidies would not be necessary- carriers would make their own investments in such infrastructure. There needs to be better, clearer policies behind infrastructure funding that ensures the needs of users are the first priority. 

We are unaware of any reporting requirements being placed on the recipients of government funding for targeted funding. This accountability would be a very useful tool and increase transparency of where significant amounts of public money are being allocated, particularly given that the asset created does not remain in public ownership. 

Q 4.3
To what extent do you consider that the available range of mobile phone service and charging options meets the needs of people in regional, rural and remote areas?  

As we have stated elsewhere in this submission, mobile services are often unreliable in terms of their coverage and are not meeting the need. Consumers in remote and rural areas continue to have only one possible service provider. We are receiving a lot of feedback about the high cost of Telstra’s Next G service, with suggestions it is significantly more expensive than CDMA. Affordability of services is still critical, and many people would not be able to afford to have a mobile only service, even if it were reliable enough, due to pricing. 

Data usage has proven to be very expensive for new users, with “bill shock” due to unexpected high bills occurring due to lack of proper disclosure of the costs of using the service and a lack of adequate credit limits on accounts.  

Q 4.4
In what sorts of circumstances would you consider that advanced mobile services may be able to provide an adequate substitute for fixed voice and/or broadband services?  

Given that there is not equivalent availability, equivalent pricing, or service quality parameters currently in place for mobile services, we are unable to comment on this question other than to reiterate that for many people in remote areas, any service is better than none at all.
Q 4.5
Do you consider access to, and the reliability and quality of, Internet and broadband services to be adequate in regional, rural and remote Australia?  If not, please outline the issues and locations you consider need priority attention and why?

 We have provided detailed comment to this question in section 1.3. The quality of service in particularly rural and remote areas is seriously deficient. This is disadvantaging consumers in these areas, and this is a significant issue of public policy that requires urgent government intervention.  

CTN has been working on a project on broadband accessibility in Australia that will be published in early 2008. The draft recommendations in that report are relevant to meeting the needs of all Australians and are as follows:

1.  Universal availability 

a) Develop a National Broadband Plan with a blueprint for achieving 100% coverage, with funding preferences to subsidise coverage in un-serviced areas, and regular auditing of existing availability compared with the blueprint;

b) Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy to create a reference group which includes consumer experts to consider applications for funding to achieve universal coverage;

c) Use the Communications Fund revenue to pay for broadband roll out; this was derived from the sale of Telstra and should be re-invested in future communications services.
2. Technology Quality of Service

a) Mandate quality of service levels for “broadband” services, including minimum speed levels through Industry Standards;

b) Create a standing expert committee, which should include consumer representatives to provide guidance on technology issues.

3.  Regulatory Arrangements

a) Mandate access to broadband as an essential service, by extending the Universal Service Obligation or an equivalent regulatory mechanism to cover broadband services, for example through legislating a Broadband Guarantee;

b) Develop a self-regulatory Code to address net neutrality to ensure priority of communications over broadband networks;

c) Ensure any publicly funded (or party publicly funded network) is subject to structural separation to ensure wholesale competition which will allows consumers to have a choice; 

d) Require Community Impact Statements that ensure all broadband infrastructure roll-outs are accessible. This can be implemented in the same way as regulatory impact statements.

4.   Affordability 
a) Create a communications allowance or rebate to enable affordable services, available to all who are recipients of government benefits;

b) ACCC to have price controls over new high-speed broadband networks 

c) Protection against the ongoing issue of unexpected high bills resulting usage of supposedly ‘unlimited’ services; 

d) Equipment rebates or vouchers for low-income consumers for start up costs should be rolled out.

5.   Service offerings 
a) Create a model contract for broadband services, incorporating existing state unfair contract legislative protections and including restrictive bundling practices;

b) Independent advisory service that can suggest a suitable provider and plan particularly for vulnerable consumers;

c) ACCC enforcement of misleading advertising of broadband speeds and unlimited services.

6.   Equipment 
a) An independently run assistive/disability equipment program, co-funded by industry and government that can recommend appropriate technology for users with particular needs; an expert consumer committee will be integral to the decision of appropriate equipment;

b) Inclusive design principles incorporated in Australian and international customer equipment Standards.

7.   Support programs and training 

a) Use the Communications Fund to create a funding program for ongoing training programs for community educators with sufficient resources to deal with long-term skills creation;

b) Ongoing skills training to ensure community educators are up to date.

8.   Content Accessibility

a) Audit of government websites to ensure W3C standards exists;

b) All internet content that is created by any level of government or is created using government funds should have mandatory accessibility provisions including Auslan, captions and descriptive audio as well as the W3C compliance;

c) Material from television (Vodcasts etc) that was originally presented with closed captions on television or other sources is also offered with an option for captions (open or closed) on the net;

d) Projects and pilots of innovative information provision, eg Auslan podcasts and captioning of video information, especially for government websites

e) Funding for accessibility training;

f) Recognition and promotion of best practice exponents via regular awards;

g) Accessibility incentive schemes for content providers.

Q 4.6
Do you consider that the Australian Government programs provided to assist consumers and small businesses to make effective use of higher bandwidth services have been effective and appropriately targeted? 

Without doubt there are broadband users who would not have been able to access services without government programs that provided money to service providers to fund their infrastructure investment. However, there are questions about how effectively the competitive tendering approach to handing out funding has been. There would seem a clear need for a coordinated, national strategy for broadband as we have suggested with a transparent and agreed set of outcomes for funding.

The Australian Broadband Guarantee was in principle an excellent concept, but had very little publicity and awareness amongst our stakeholders. A targeted community education campaign would be of great benefit to eligible potential users.

The impending establishment of a modern broadband system provides the opportunity to institutionalise a coordinated, national strategy for broadband that enables users to access services via government programs that fund their infrastructure investment, and that are designed with transparent and agreed funding outcomes.

Q 4.7
Is the availability of computers an issue in rural, regional and remote areas? 

Affordability is an issue, but availability of computers was not identified as particularly problematic in our consultation. However for low- income consumers, start up costs are critical and can be a barrier to uptake of Internet, which is often compounded with a lack of computer skills.  The cost of software to maintain security also needs to be recognised and assistance programs developed.
Q 4.8
Do you consider that broadband is an important enabler for the delivery of better health, education, community and emergency services in regional, rural and remote Australia? 

Broadband is a critical enabler for communities and individuals. Recognition of the benefits to the economy, health, education, information and service provision, employment opportunities, social networking and all other services is what underlies our belief that broadband is a utility and fast becoming an essential service.

CTN has advocated the policy expressed since 1995.  It is now critical in delivery of services in remote Aboriginal communities, where the gap in information technologies based service delivery has widened. 

Section 5 - Targeted Responses for Particular Groups

Q 5.1 Do you consider access to fixed, pay and mobile phone services to be adequate in regional, rural and remote Indigenous communities?  If not, which areas do you consider need priority attention and why?
The Universal Service Obligation aims to ensure that all Australians, no matter where they live or work, have access to a telephone service. This is certainly not the case for Indigenous people, particularly in remote areas who often don’t have access to any kind of communications services. Fixed services are virtually non- existent, mobile coverage is particularly poor in remote areas, and access to public phones is an ongoing struggle.  Access to services is a critical issue that the Government needs to address in a strategic way, with long-term solutions to issues that have been identified in all previous reviews of telecommunications in remote areas.

The idea of identifying “priority communities” is fraught with difficulty. Those with the most resources are the most likely to have a louder voice when it comes to identifying themselves as in need of services. This has no bearing on need or demand at all. The basic problem that exists is that there are communities with no services at all and are without a means of getting them (be that a lack of awareness of the process to obtain a phone, Telstra not processing their application, or any other reason). These communities should be the priority recipients. They are entitled to basic phone services, and a more pro-active approach needs to make sure they are given these services, rather than being made to jump through bureaucratic hoops to get them.
The Government must ensure that any decisions are informed by on-the-ground research as to the communications needs of Indigenous people.  This will involve close consultation with peak groups and community representatives who can liaise with the community directly - the establishment of a reference group to guide Government policy on Indigenous communications would be a good starting point. Last year CTN had consultations with the following organisations on the adequacy of services for Aboriginal people. It may be useful for the Committee to meet directly with:  Cape York Digital Network; PY Media; Pilbara and Kimberley Aboriginal Media; Northern Land Council; and Central Land Council. Without a strong consultative approach, there will be little progress made toward addressing the availability of communications services in remote areas.  We also urge the Government to direct ACMA to continue to gather the baseline data established from the 2002 TAPRIC Stocktake of Rural & Remote Indigenous Communities data sets.

Community Phones

CTN is aware that the then DCITA had in the last two years engaged a consultant to evaluate the community phone trial. Our request to access that report in November 2007 was denied, because it is not yet publicly available. We suggest that the Committee approach the Department for access to this critical information. 

We are aware of a number of problems with community phones and we expect the issues will be identified and addressed as part of the trial review. Particular problems we heard of were as follows.

Location Problems: Community phones are being located in communities that already have payphone facilities, meaning that some communities have multiple services whilst others continue to have none. Further to this, there are examples of where the choice of site has not been made with proper consultation. In Bagot, the community phone has been placed on the Council’s office wall, which is not the best position for the community to have use 24/7 due to lighting issues. 

Awareness and Access Problems: There is not enough training for people on how to use the calling cards that go with the community phones, meaning people are less inclined to use them compared with a payphone, despite the cheaper prices. There are very few outlets where the calling cards can actually be purchased, which obviously limits the use of community phones. The calling cards themselves are difficult to use (not intuitive) and the print on them is too small for some people to read.

Fault Rectification and Equipment Problems:  We are hearing reports that faults are not being routed to the Indigenous Call Centres, which is exacerbating problems getting faults fixed. In some instances Indigenous consumers from Central Australia are calling the Indigenous Call Centres staffed by Northern Queensland Indigenous people, which doesnot overcome language and cultural communications barriers. Indigenous Call Centres need to be, at least, regional to provide an appropriate service and be staffed by Indigenous staff that can speak the right language and know the area and be sensitive to the issues pertaining to the consumer’s own individual story. 

Furthermore, the community is responsible for repairs. Such an onerous condition is not imposed on other payphone users and it is decidedly inequitable to do so for community phone users. There are problems hearing the phones ring that may need to be addressed, as do a number of training issues.

CTN’s members inform us if these services were improved the take up of new community phones would be maximised. 

Public phones
Community phones do not address the problem of bringing services to areas currently without any telephone facilities at all. Phones need to be bought into un-serviced areas as the first priority. If community phones are rolled out under specific funding to areas without existing public phones we run the risk of effectively (and needlessly) subsidising Telstra’s USO obligations. Whilst in theory community phones and new public phones should be unrelated issues, the reality is that they are not.

CTN has heard complaints that Telstra is still not providing payphone services to small remote Indigenous communities of more than 20 permanent adult residents under the USO agreement. New infrastructure is expensive, but this is not meant to be an excuse to not provide services. Infrastructure projects must be funded to progress telecommunications services in remote areas, and RTIRC needs to be aware of the importance of linking in with other Connect Australia programs to ensure maximum benefits are delivered.  

Part of the problem for getting infrastructure into communities seems to be related to the difficulty of knowing where to apply for these services and how. Application processes seem to favour those communities that know the application process exists, are able to access and complete the application form, submit and follow-up the process. At the Indigenous Telecommunications Forum in May 2005 in Alice Springs speakers from the floor outlined their problems getting public phones, highlighting that they would apply to Telstra and nothing would happen. 

The DBCDE  need to use funding from its community education funds to run a public education campaign explaining in simple terms and community languages how to apply for a payphone and a community phone. Application packs (including fact sheets about the benefits, how to use them, and an application form) could be sent to local community organisations, land councils and local councils in language. There needs to be a more pro-active, whole-of-government approach to disseminating information.

There also needs to be recognition that getting Telstra to meet their USO obligations is difficult for those who want the services and we need a review into the processes and their effectiveness as a matter of urgency. We also think that the criteria for obtaining a payphone needs to be reviewed, as it appears that requiring 20 adults permanently living in a community is not resulting in adequate numbers of public phones being installed in Aboriginal communities.

The community phone scheme must not be seen as a suitable substitute for the roll out of public phones under the USO without careful consultation with the community. Conventional public phones are established and intuitive to use, and broadly acceptable to the community. Community phones, with the problems they currently have, are not a suitable substitute at this time. With improvements, they could function a lot more effectively and the benefits of these phones could be enhanced enormously and become more widely accepted by Indigenous people.

Mobiles

Research undertaken by the Tangentyere Council and Central Land Council shows that Aboriginal people in Central Australia, who have very limited access to fixed telecommunication services, are turning to mobile phones as a way of accessing basic telecommunications services.
 Telecommunications services in that central region of Australia are limited; in remote regions, there are limited residential phone services in communities, and public phones are not available on many communities. In Alice Springs, public telephones are available in thirteen out of nineteen Town Camps, with home phone services generally available in urban areas but generally not available in Town Camps. Mobile phone coverage is available in some of the larger communities and towns.

That report made a number of findings relevant to the need to consider how well the telecommunications needs of disadvantaged and vulnerable consumers are being met.  Aboriginal people in the survey region increasingly opted to use mobile phones, and overwhelming they are using pre-paid services. It was also a significant expense for users, who spent an average $42 per fortnight on their mobile service, which for those on fixed Centrelink pensions equated to 13.5% of their fortnightly income.  It should also be noted that this was not the only telecommunications expense, as many also used public phones or landlines. 

Despite some limitations in cost and coverage, the strong take-up of mobile phones supports the notion that mobile phone communication has much potential in providing telecommunications services for a mobile Aboriginal population. Increasingly, mobile phones need to be considered an essential service. The research recommended that a low-income mobile phone package be developed, in consultation with the major mobile phone providers, as a matter of urgency. To ensure that this product is only accessible to people on low incomes, access could be regulated by health care card or be distributed by welfare agencies.
 

The report also suggested that appropriate home phone packages and community education programs be further developed by phone companies and community organisations to assist Aboriginal people on low incomes access and manage a home phone. We urge the Committee to speak with the Councils about the ramifications of this important research.
In conclusion it must be remembered that public phones are effectively the home phone for most people in remote communities. Policy on availability, cost of calls and repair times should reflect this reality.

Q 5.2 Do you consider that Internet access is adequate for regional, rural and remote Indigenous communities? If not, which areas need priority attention and how might access be reasonably provided? 

Access to broadband is critical for all consumers, and has much to offer those who are in many ways amongst the most disadvantaged in our society. The Government needs to take responsibility for making sure services are being offered to communities identified as without services, and ensuring that the services are meeting the needs of the people. There is a clear role for DBCDE and other government agencies as appropriate to take the lead in ensuring basic services are being rolled out where consumers are currently without. Again, this will only be effective if a coordinated national strategy, which seeks long-term solutions, is developed. 
One of the most important ways to advance telecommunications take up in Indigenous communities is the strategic roll out of infrastructure that can be leveraged on a regional basis to provide better services. This requires the development of a long-term strategy that seeks to address the underlying under-investment in Indigenous communications needs.  

It must also be recognised that to achieve real outcomes, broadband will require significant and ongoing investment. Further, that tangible benefits may only be a seen in the long-term.  Cost considerations cannot be the single most important factor in decisions to invest in broadband for remote communities, as there can be little expectation that financial viability will be easily achieved. Community viability needs to be the key driver. 

Without investment in infrastructure, real advances will be relatively few. One recent proposal we are aware of is optical fibre being laid in the Top End, which then could see hubs form in off-shoots to communities in a fishbone effect. This project was due for completion in the middle of this year and provides optical fibre cable and DSL (Digital Subscriber Line) based broadband communications services for about 5000 people in the remote northwest Northern Territory communities of Wadeye, Palumpa, Peppimenarti and Daly River. This is the type of infrastructure approach we think should be given priority. This project will provide a backbone for other projects and access for communities on a regional basis. There is a similar initiative in the Cape York region.

Infrastructure is not a stand-alone solution. In addition, training programs and culturally appropriate technologies need to be employed in order to garner interest in making use of the services.   Access to services also requires suitable technology and we suggest that RTIRC looks at the XO laptop
 and pilot and evaluate its appropriateness to remote Indigenous communities. This will also require ongoing training and development for end users, for long-term benefits to be acquired. 

The social importance of access to the Internet for remote Indigenous people was explained through recent informal discussions with an Indigenous young leader from Maningrida in the Northern Territory who highlighted the positive implications that result from young Indigenous persons teaching internet skills such as online banking to older community members. Traditionally, learning comes from older to younger however with Internet and computer skills the learning flows from younger to older. He felt that there was respect flowing in this new relationship from the older to the younger for the knowledge and skill transferral of, what is now, a very vital part of everyday life. 

Q 5.3
Are telecommunications and Internet services adequately available and accessible for people with disabilities living in regional, rural and remote Australia?  

People with disabilities aren’t confined to living in urban or non-urban areas. Around 20% of the population is estimated to have a disability according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics, a figure that is likely to continue to grow given our aging population.  The main categories of disability are physical, sensory, physiological and intellectual, and many people with disabilities have multiple disabilities. Like other consumers, people with disabilities have varied communications needs and preferences, and it is impossible to nominate a single service as being more important that others. 
That said, it is true that the problems experienced by people in rural regional and remote Australia are often exacerbated for people with disabilities. This is particularly true of affordability of services. One estimate suggests that the total number of people who are using communication aids (not just for internet access) is less than 22 per cent of the number of people with a disability
. The aforementioned report notes elsewhere that because someone with a disability, on average, has a lower income than someone who does not have a disability, the relatively high expense of mobile handsets, broadband connections, software, equipment and aids that meet the communication needs of someone with a disability means that some individuals with a disability cannot afford to access these products or services. 

Accessibility of communications devises can be problematic; for example VOIP telephone software is often unusable by screen readers, meaning blind users cannot easily use VOIP services. An industry wide assistive equipment program needs to expand on Telstra’s Disability Equipment Program to be expanded to have a greater range of products available to enhance usage of communication services at affordable prices.  This needs to be done in consultation with disability peak groups to ensure the range of products meets the needs of all. 
As we have noted elsewhere, access to broadband for all people in rural, regional and remote areas including those with disabilities is critical, as broadband allows better access to information when it is actually needed.  Broadband services allow applications to run over the time of the connection to allow communication to occur more effectively, for example using Auslan over real time video connection.  Broadband can enable communication for people with disabilities by actually enabling effective communications; so ensuring access for people in rural regional and remote areas will have an enormous impact on people’s lives. 

Access to the new National Relay Service – Internet relay service will be severely hampered by lack of access to Broadband.

SECTION 6- Consumer Education and Awareness

Q 6.1
Is access to IT training and technical and customer support adequate in regional, rural and remote areas?  If not, how can it be improved?

The inability to access customer support and technical assistance was highlighted as a big problem in our consultation, and a problem that has been worsening in recent times. The problem extends to staff in stores, who are becoming less able to answer questions people may have about rural coverage, products and services and even questions about using handsets on offer for sale. The support being provided by service providers needs improvement, though it should be acknowledged that this reflects the complexity of the products and services on offer and the ability of people to understand the jargon used in the communications industry. We received feedback that specifically said access to technical support for computers has been reduced significantly in rural areas, with many people now having no access to support services. 

Teaching people how to make the most of what is available to them and the equipment they have will increase the benefits derived from communications services. It must be recognised that skills development requires a long-term commitment and funding for programs. The problem of non-recurrent funding for programs needs to be addressed. What usually happens is that programs are successful in delivering immediate benefits but they are quickly lost after the funding ceases. One successful program in Queensland was BRIDGIT, which received $3m under Networking the Nation. The program employed 12 trainers, and there is still community interest in accessing services that were available under the program. However, the services are no longer run because no further funding was available. 
Funding for training and customer support is a responsibility of not just service providers, but also for government. We’d like to see funding for technical training programs based in regional centres in all states that uses a Roadshow type approach and builds skills and also provides refresher courses. 

Q 6.2
Is adequate information available for telecommunications consumers?  If not, how can it be improved?

CTN has long considered the provision of appropriate consumer rights information to be inadequate. On one hand people get an information overload when they least need it (usually the point of sale) and don’t get provided with what they need when the time arises (such as in a dispute with a service provider – there is a huge issue with customers not being told about their ability to contact the TIO). Appropriate information to be accessible when it’s needed.

Without access to the Internet, it is even more difficult for consumers to readily access information about their rights and safeguards because you need to know where to get the information. People in remote areas appear in many ways to have closer ties and networks for sharing information and seeking assistance, whereas those who are less savvy about their rights and in rural and regional areas seemed less able to access that information. 

A number of government and regulatory agencies produce information for consumers about their telecommunications rights and entitlements. There seems to be some overlap between all the information produced state consumer protection bodies, the ACCC, DBCDE, industry bodies, the TIO and ACMA. We are not aware of any coordinated efforts to work in collaborative ways to ensure precious resources are used to greatest effect.  ACMA have also scaled back their consumer education activities, without another agency taking over responsibility for them. This has effectively meant there is very little readily available new or revised independent non industry aligned information available for consumers.
One recent success seems to be the fridge magnet information pamphlet Your Telecommunications Safeguards. The decision to make it a fridge magnet seems to have been successful in encouraging people to keep the information for when it is needed, rather than recycling or throwing the information away. The TIO fridge magnet was also praised in our consultation as a great way to ensure people have a reference point readily available when they need to seek help. 

It is necessary to have better evaluation programs in place to find out what works and what doesn’t.  The fridge magnet mentioned above was a DCITA funded project which involved a mail out to 3 million households. There could be some coordination with the TIO to ascertain how many referrals came from consumers as a result of having that information. This requires co-operation and planning between agencies. We are unaware if such an intention exists between the DBCDE and the TIO but suggest the Committee ask for such an evaluation to occur. 

Consumer education campaigns need to develop people’s consumer skills to help them successfully navigate the marketplace. There is a need to develop education strategies and materials to help consumers to help themselves. Importantly, they should also be created by a reliable and trusted source if they are to be credible. Good examples of campaigns that have been undertaken recently include Scam watch, produced by the Australasian Consumer Fraud Taskforce, which is a group of 18 government regulatory agencies and departments with responsibility for consumer protection regarding frauds and scams, and FairTel, produced by the Communications Law Centre.

Our member organisations that represent Aboriginal consumers report to us that the implementation of consumer rights education programs in remote communities is spasmodic; it is never ongoing. In order to create change through knowledge and awareness of rights and responsibilities, and transferring skills to ensure consumers can better look after themselves, a sustained campaign is required with adequate funding. The outcomes may not be immediately apparent, but this is a long-term problem, which will not be rectified without commitment to addressing the issues and developing basic consumer skills. It is critical that education campaigns are culturally appropriate and available in a range of community languages. 


We also note that even though CTN is a well-established network of community organisations, we are rarely approached to help disseminate much needed information or comment and advice in the planning stages. We regularly find that information and education materials that are available are not distributed by the agency in question. A few years ago DCITA created a campaign for Indigenous consumers on their phone rights, but as far as we could ascertain from our networks, they failed to disseminate that information to community organisations in remote areas. Creating the materials is not inherently useful if it is not distributed to those who need it, and we think there is a need to incorporate distribution networks in the planning of community education campaigns. 

We would also refer the Committee to a recent report in the UK produced by the National Consumer Council about effective information provision for consumers, called Warning too much information can harm.
SECTION 7- Other Issues

Q 7.1
Bearing in mind the issues raised in this discussion paper, do you consider that people in regional, rural and remote parts of Australia currently have equitable access to telecommunications services? 

One of the continuing problems we see is that telecommunications programs are not developed to deal with long-term systemic issues, and as such, the “hard” issues remain unaddressed. A good example of this are the policies for extending infrastructure to rural and remote areas, which have been a priority of a number of government-funded campaigns. Remoteness has regularly been used as an excuse to avoid providing basic infrastructure and services for consumers – in the oft-cited “98% of the population” who can access services, it is the same 2% who continue to miss out on access to new services. In a country of 20 million people, that is around 400,000 people.
There is a need for government funded infrastructure programs to be based on established foundations and benchmarks. These benchmarks need to be developed through consultation. We think the following principles should guide decision makers:

· Programs and funding policies need to be strategic and long-term in their approach.
· Funded infrastructure should be 'future proof' as much as possible, that is, it should embody capacity and service delivery characteristics

· There needs to be a commitment to ongoing sustainable investment to accommodate future demand 

· Government/public monies should only be spent on infrastructure that is bundled with previously agreed arrangements permitting competitive access

· Funding for training and education for end users and ongoing research into consumer needs.

The key objective is to get infrastructure rolled out and services in use, but we need to think about how to maximise efficiencies. This will be achieved by minimising barriers to the sharing of infrastructure and the facilitation of competition.
Yours sincerely,
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Teresa Corbin

Chief Executive Officer

Sarah Wilson, CTN Policy Advisor, and Teresa Corbin, CTN Chief Executive Officer prepared this submission. It was approved out of session by the CTN Board.
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