Editorial
The Consumers’ Telecommunications Network members have just voted to transfer CTN property, assets and staff across to the new peak body the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) and wind-up. This momentous decision marks a turning point for consumer representation in the communications industry. ACCAN will have a wider remit and hopefully be much better resourced to deal with the challenges of the converging communications environment. While we are excited by the prospects of better outcomes for consumers as a result of better funding we are working hard not to lose touch with the fundamental principles and goals that have underpinned CTN’s success for 20 years namely working to get better availability, accessibility and affordability for telecommunications services for all Australians. 

Most recently, the battle lines have been drawn regarding mobile premium services (MPS) and this newsletter edition contains a brief up date of what has been an enormously difficult issue to address over 5 years. It is important to comment here on the appalling processes employed by Communications Alliance (CA) to develop its MPS Industry Code. Among other breaches of accepted benchmarks for participation and inclusion, consumers were only included towards the end of the Code negotiations. The consumer representatives were also effectively gagged due to a requirement of confidentiality until the code committee is disbanded which is a CA Board decision – despite this, CA issued press release after press release of misinformation about non existent better outcomes for consumers with mobile premium services. 

Ironically at a time when the new peak body, ACCAN is about to be launched on 1 July, CA has taken the premature and unilateral decision to disband its Consumer and Disability Councils before new consultative arrangements have been developed and implemented. Given the impost we have faced with the MPS it is hard not to interpret this as a reaction against the consumer groups who have been outspoken during this campaign.  Effectively this decision by CA means that meetings of both consumer bodies have been cancelled and consumer representatives must repay sitting fees to DBCDE or face debt recovery action.

In the current environment this is very poor taste and contradicts the words of the Communications Alliance CEO, Anne Hurley herself in her speech at the Commsday Summit on 31 March when she stated that – “consumers need to be a part of the solution” and she promised to ‘ work for better outcomes for consumers”. In this speech Anne used ancient proverbs to demonstrate her points – her power point on consumer participation read “Tell me, I may listen. Teach me I may remember. Involve me and I may do”. But to quote another old proverb that consumers will respond well to – “actions speak louder than words”.  CTN hopes ACCAN can forge a better engagement with Communications Alliance in future – it is a shame that CTN’s long history of collaborating with industry in this forum has come to such an underwhelming end.
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