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Abstract

From the 1970s onwards, telecommunications grew in importance in the economy and society. In the debates about reform and liberalization of markets in 1980s, the perspectives and needs of end-users figured more and more prominently – including those of residential consumers. With the establishment of CTN, Australian consumers were able to realize a dream — of having a unified, critical and authoritative voice in telecommunications. 

In this paper, I reflect upon the creation of CTN, and what it represented in telecommunications policy and debates. I argue that its importance was at least four-fold. Firstly, it brought together in a creative, if at times prickly, coalition, a disparate range of interests in residential telecommunications consumers, around a central axis of key concepts in telecommunications such as access, universal service, fair contract, customer service and protection, and consumer voice. Secondly, it offered a new and increasingly important voice in telecommunications policy debates and the actual process of shaping markets through regulation. Thirdly, CTN provided new knowledge in telecommunications, forged through the insights and expertise of consumer experience articulated through representatives and their organizations. Fourthly, CTN made an important contribution in taking the margins to the centre: ensuring that policymakers were not able to easily forget that they must serve the most marginalized groups, as well as large corporations, the rich and influential and ‘ordinary mum and dads’.
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‘Realising a Dream — The Creation of 
Consumers’ Telecommunications Network (CTN)’

Introduction

From the 1970s onwards, telecommunications grew in importance in the economy and society. In the debates about reform and liberalization of markets in 1980s, the perspectives and needs of end-users figured more and more prominently – including those of residential consumers. With the establishment of CTN, Australian consumers were able to realize a dream — of having a unified, critical and authoritative voice in telecommunications. 

At this twentieth anniversary today, I am delighted to be able to reflect upon consumer representation in telecommunications, and in particular what CTN has done and represented. In doing so, I draw on my own experience of working for CTN for 5 years in the 1990s, and from my continuing interest in CTN and consumer representation since this time (see, for instance, Goggin, 2000). Others will have other perspectives and memories, so I look forward to hearing these. Indeed it would be really useful to see a comprehensive and properly resourced project to write a history of consumer representation in telecommunications, and perhaps today’s narratives can form a germ of this project

Forging a Common Vision
Then Director of the Australian Federation of Consumer Organisations (AFCO), Robin Brown sees CTN’s creation as part of the expansion and specialization of the consumer movement: 

Another opportunity to expand the network and resources of the movement came in 1989. The movement had long argued for consumer input into the decision making of major public utilities, especially Telecom and Australia Post.  One Telecom official, Ted Benjamin, understood that improved relations with consumer and community groups were needed and after the organisation’s difficulties with the timed local calls issue he was able to persuade others at Telecom. He called on me as AFCO Director to discuss the issue. He indicated that Telecom would be prepared to make some resources available. My initial reaction was to see an opportunity for some extra resources for AFCO to work on telecom issues … However, after considering the various consumer interest groups that should be involved it became clear to me that AFCO would not be the best vehicle. (Brown, 2000)

With the endorsement and vision of Terry Cutler, CTN was established to resource the Telecom Australia Consumer Council. The then Deputy Director of AFCO, Adam Smith, moved from Canberra to Sydney to become the founding Coordinator of CTN. The organization was first based in the offices of Communications Law Centre, University of New South Wales, before it moved to Chalmers Street, Redfern, home to the Media Entertainment Arts Alliance and a clutch of like-minded arts and advocacy groups. 

The fascinating thing about the consumer movement in telecommunications, that CTN represented, and in many ways, deepened, was its coalitionist aspect. Under the consumer banner gathered a host of very diverse organisations. From early on, CTN lay claim to the preeminent and most representative forum for consumer interests, including among its members groups at different times the Central Land Council, Country Women’s Association, Isolated Childrens’ Parents Associations, Nursing Mothers Association, National Council of Women, Deaf Societies, Australian Association of the Deaf, ACROD (disability service providers), Disabled Peoples’ International Australia (DPI-A), National Federation of Blind Citizens Australia, Better Hearing Australia, AFCCRA (Australia Financial Counsellors and Credit Reform Association), NSW Council of Social Service, and many other organisations, as well as individual members (academics, researchers, and sympathisers). In more recent times, Internet activists and policy experts have made their presence felt, especially through the membership of Internet Society of Australia. 

By and large this electic mix of organisations has mostly worked harmoniously in identifying common interests despite real differences -- for example, the continuing tension exhibited between representatives of Aboriginal Land Council and non-indigenous rural organisations on issues such as land rights and social justice for indigenous Australians; or the prominence of disability issues in the work of CTN, sometimes queried by general consumer advocates. Why CTN has managed to be successful in providing a strong, unifying voice, I would suggest, is because it has forged a coalition of disparate range of interests in residential telecommunications consumers, around a central axis of key concepts such as access, universal service, fair contract, customer service and protection, and consumer voice. 

So, for instance, the idea of universal service and equitable access to telecommunication provided a cause that all could rally about (Wilson and Goggin, 1993). The idea that everyone should have a universal entitlement to a bedrock level of telecommunications service was easy to explain and understand, and tapped directly into a cherished national sense of fairness and social justice. CTN theorized and articulated a far more comprehensive account of universal service that had previously existed in Australia, and after years of campaigning in the 1990s, elements of this were enshrined in the Telecommunications Act. 

Similarly, customer service and the right to redress was another obvious, widely recognized consumer right – that was much needed in telecommunications, especially in a new competition environment. Accordingly CTN was directly involved in the negotiations and campaign to set up the Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman, and has been a pivotal player in complaints handling ever since (especially as a strong supporter of the independence of the TIO, TISSC and other like bodies).

Structurally, the thing that worked in CTN’s favour was that it was a network. Thus CTN always sought to provide an accurate view of what its network of members thought — which meant at times reflecting the range of views, rather than forcing a party line position.
It is worth reflecting on how CTN built on, and also departed from existing, traditions of citizen and consumer struggle around communications. During the liberalization debates, there had been a strong left-wing, progressive, and union movement around telecommunications. In the 1980s and the first half of the 1990s, the telecommunications union was an especially strong and articulate. The union not only advocated on behalf of its members, it also articulated a broader vision of telecommunications in the community and national interest. Early on, many of CTN’s members had its differences, but also shared views and alliances with, the telecommunications union. Other CTN members were not so impressed with the union, especially when it came to urging change to provide better levels of services, or on deeply-held views about the role of competition. 

CTN had strong links with two other broad and overlapping movements — the community and not-for-profit sector, and the mainstream consumer movement. From the community sector came an emphasis on understanding the experience of different groups of households, and residential consumers — and an emphasis on social justice. From the mainstream consumer movement, perhaps best represented by the Australian Federation of Consumer Organizations and Australian Consumers Association (Choice) came a strong emphasis on the conditions needed in order to realize real choice and competitive markets. 

Some in CTN remained ambivalent about the introduction of competition, and sceptical about the often evidence-free belief that it had been good for all consumers. What the organization did always point out, however, the ways in which competition was not operating effectively  — and what was needed in order for all consumers to have real choice in telecommunications. In this regard, CTN provided a voice that was very much needed in the processes of liberalization — the second thing I think is noteworthy about CTN. 

A Necessary Voice
CTN was funded by Telstra from its inception until 1998 to resource consumer representatives on the Telstra Consumer Council. For the most part, this was a relationship harmonious or at least constructively critical on both sides. This was a far-sighted and sophisticated strategy on Telstra’s part. The cooler heads in Telstra — especially those who recognised that a deep understanding of the diverse and rapidly changing needs of consumers was essential to both Telstra and the industry’s future and financial good health — remained committed to the impartial funding of CTN, although sometimes annoyed and bewildered by the consumer organisation’s reluctance to champion Telstra’s point of view. 

The competitive environment from 1991 put considerable pressure on the consumer movement’s relationship with Telstra. The 1989-91 period had seen signal achievements from Telstra’s structured consultative process — its Pricing Accord was perhaps the most impressive of these, akin in its own, far more modest way to the union movement’s Wages Accord with the Hawke government in 1984. As new companies entered the telecommunications arena, now a ‘market’, Telstra felt that it was being unfairly saddled with the burden of social and consumer responsibilities. It argued persistently to consumers, industry and government, that it should no longer fund a consumer body in CTN which was less and less Telstra ‘facing’ — and more and more a entity which needed to articulate the consumer interest to a range of competitors, regulators, industry bodies, government departments and regulators alike. 

Such a vision of CTN did come to pass with the 1997 Telecommunications Act, and its provisions to fund consumer advocacy and research in telecommunications — a product of negotiations between the then Coalition government and the minor parties (notably the Democrats). For the next decade, CTN received a modicum of funding from government through this mechanism, as did a number of other consumers groups (notably the disability representative group Tedicore). 

Among the consumer movement, some have been critical of CTN’s close engagement with, and at times, dependence on industry and government funding. However, I believe that CTN has managed to walk a narrow tightrope, keeping a dialogue open with all parties in the industry – while always safeguarding its independence. In any case, there were few other obvious options to accepting essential grant-in-aid or project funding. At various times, the idea of a contribution for consumer organizations being an option on a bill was raised, but it never emerged as a serious option. Interestingly enough, we hear echoes of these debates and anxieties in the birth pangs of ACCAN. However, like CTN, ACCAN has – so far – establishing its independence as non-negotiable, as it has fashioning a robust and healthy relationship with the government of the day.

In the case of CTN, the advent of core government funding after 1997 certainly allowed it to become an organization that was able to engage evenly across the telecommunications sector. CTN played a symbolically important role, for both government and industry — because it supported consumer representation in the self and co-regulatory processes, that fitfully underpinned the new competitive environment after 1997. CTN had an important function: it showed that consumers were involved in self-regulation, especially through its engagement with the codes of practice and other work of the Australian Communications Industry Forum (ACIF), which evolved into the Communications Alliance. 

It turned out that, ironically, Australian telecommunications competition needed an organized consumer voice — because of the fast evolving nature of the industry, its technologies, services, and products, and also because of the withdrawal of the regulator and government from setting the rules of the market. When government handed responsibility for important regulation to industry, it did so with requirements (minimal though they might have been) that consumers be consulted. As we know, therein lies a tale. With minimal resources, CTN sought to represent consumers in a myriad of committees and code, generally outnumbered and heavily out-resourced by industry representatives, with little effective ability to seek intervention from the regulator or government when codes were manifestly inadequate or glacial in their pace. 

Nonetheless CTN persevered in raising a consumer voice, not only in committees and consultations with the industry, but in lobbying government, working with NGOs, and explaining its concerns to the media. Over two decades its voice has become distinctive, and authoritative. At best, the voice is grounded in consumer experience — real problems faced that are not acknowledged in policy and service delivery. Another quality of CTN is that it actually brings together many voices, and, to depart from the potentially ableist ‘voice’ metaphor here, many hands, eyes, ears, and languages. As a network, especially one with a paucity of funding, CTN has had to rely upon, train, and support, its network of organizations and advocates — who have assembled a rich trove of skills and experience in engaging with industry and government, and speaking for themselves. CTN has been successful in enshrining the great principle of ‘nothing about us without us’ (if I may borrow the evocative motto of the disability movement) — even if lip-service to consumer representation and consultation too often prevails.

New Knowledge of Consumers
If CTN provided a common vision, founded in a coalition, and a distinctive, powerful voice, it also provided new knowledge about consumers important for those wishing to design and deliver telecommunications services. 

We are now familiar with ideas like ‘user-generated content’, ‘consumer-driven innovation’, the ‘consumer-as-producer’, or the ‘people formerly known as the audience’ (Jay Rosen), but before the current wave of interest, there was much assumed but little actually known about users and consumers. The period of government provision of telecommunications — the era of the Postmaster-General’s department, followed by the era of Telecom — had relied upon particular assumptions about the subscriber, but, especially in the absence of any alternatives, not a detailed knowledge about residential consumers and end-users. The introduction of competition certainly changed this, as too did the advent of new technologies, especially mobiles and the Internet, in which there emerged many, many options for consumers, with quite a few providers — all of which focussed attention on the need to understand that those mythical and elusive consumers wanted.

For its part, CTN played a pivotal role in articulating and pressing consumer needs and expectations, before it was common for providers to have a good working knowledge of different groups of consumers (or what become called ‘customer segments’). There had been — and perhaps remains — a tendency for research into consumers to be dominated by market-research approaches, and many consumers were very much left out of the vision of telecommunications this provided. CTN and a range of other consumer groups undertook their own research into residential consumers from 1990s onwards — whether funded through the TACC, Telstra Social and Policy Research Fund, other industry sources, or Federal government — and this work, while sometimes being faulted for lack of rigour, provided invaluable insights. Consumer-framed, directed, and conducted-research offered forms of knowledge that academic research, without consumer partnership could not; and that industry or government commissioned or led-research also was not able to do so. 

More than this too, in its policy and advocacy work, CTN was able to gather up, synthesise, analysis and reinforce breaking insights and ideas from its constituent groups, offering invaluable material and feedback for industry and government to help shape and revise policy — taking knowledge of consumers beyond the merely anecdotal and incidental to continuous, deep informing of policy and products. 

Such new knowledge of consumers, effectively brought to bear by CTN, has likely resulted in considerable economic and social value being added, through better policies and product design, and problems being avoided. 

Telecommunications for All
We often hear the adage expressed that a society will be judged on how well it treats its most vulnerable members. In the sphere of telecommunications, CTN has surely been a society’s conscience in this regard. While it has its flaws, prejudices, and predispositions, the nature of CTN’s membership, and the commitment and ethos of its leading lights has tended over twenty years to ensure that the needs and expectations of the most marginalized, as well as the best served, groups of consumers are raised. 

While celebrating and giving praise when due to achievements and advances in telecommunications, CTN has also put government, regulators and industry on notice about which groups of consumers had not received the requisite access, levels of service, or adequate consultation. When telecommunications, or indeed technology, generally is believed to be a boon to society as a whole, to put out shortcomings or problems is not always a popular thing. Especially when the group affected is among the most disadvantaged or marginalized. 

At times, there has been a sense that CTN is not as representative of, or perhaps better-put oriented around, the majority needs, those ‘ordinary consumers’ or ‘ordinary mums and dads’ (as solicitous executives would term them), who later become Kevin Rudd’s ‘working families’. Fortunately CTN and its members have insisted on telecommunications for all — and in the difficult process of working out the particular requirements and problems faced by all groups of consumers.

‘You Must Be Dreaming’

All organizations have their creation myths, and in rehearsing these, we need to be mindful of what we forget or exclude in enjoying the warm feelings of nostalgia and appropriate congratulation. If I argue today that the dream was realized in the four ways I have suggested — a common vision; a necessary voice; new knowledge; and telecommunications for all  — I am also conscious at this twenty-year transition, that much of the dream has yet to be realized.

Briefly, I note that while CTN sought to bring consumers together, and grapple with new telecommunications technologies, it did so quite selectively. For some understandable and some curious reasons, CTN focussed on carriage rather than content, and telecommunications rather than broader communications services. So consumers in telecommunications were relatively well-served by advocacy and complaints handling, whereas those in pay television were not so fortunate. 

While CTN invested much time in consumer consultation, at times this came to nought when consumers were left out of major infrastructure and policy decisions. One signal example of this was the cabling of Australian cities by Optus and Telstra, and their partners, in the mid-1990s – the predecessor to today’s National Broadband Network. Here consumers were largely left out of the decision-making that saw the planning and construction of this infrastructure that provided broadband Internet for millions over the last few years. And consumers were also not consulted on the terms of access that governed this infrastructure. 

And while CTN forged remarkable coalitions across political, geographical, ethnic, class, and ability divides, it struggled at times to renew and extend its memberships – especially among young consumers. It was not so able to find common cause with the new user movements associated with the Internet. True, in recent years, the Internet Society has been played an influential role, but CTN itself has not effectively engaged with the breadth of issues affecting consumers across the Internet. 

And so, while I pay tribute to CTN, and the prescience and fortitude of its many volunteers, staff, organizations, and the enormous goodwill and support offered to it by many in industry, government, regulators, complaints bodies, academia, and the wider community, I believe that ACCAN will be a fitting successor — able to broaden and deepen CTN’s work, while always doing justice to the ethos and vision of the consumer movement in telecommunications that have created both.
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