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Chairperson’s Message

The past year has seen significant change for the Consumers’ Telecommunications Network.  After many years of lobbying to get improvements to the structure and funding of consumer representation in telecommunications, we were invited to attend a forum called by the Minister on 1 May this year.  This will herald the most fundamental changes to this sector of consumer representation in nearly 20 years.  The CTN Board has been supportive from the outset of these developments, keeping the goal of better outcomes for residential consumers at the forefront of all discussions and consultation.
Consumer organisations, many of them members of CTN, participated in the consultation process that reached a consensus to establish a new peak body, the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN).  Although the next twelve months will be very challenging for the consumer movement, the CTN Board believes this is an opportunity to ensure long term benefits for all consumers.  CTN expects to continue in its Project Management role during this transition period.

In addition to supporting and engaging with these momentous events, CTN continues to contribute to many key policy areas - most important among these being participation in the debates surrounding the Universal Service Obligation Review, the Regional Telecommunications Review, the roll out of the National Broadband Network, addressing problems such as misleading advertising especially with the term “Caps” and the huge number of consumers complaining about Mobile Premium Services they had been charged for but had not subscribed to. 
CTN also provided invaluable support for consumers affected by the closure of the CDMA mobile network when staff were inundated by calls from concerned consumers in January this year who feared their service would be shut down before equivalent services were available.  When the Minister announced that the CDMA network closure would be delayed, CTN worked hard to inform the Government and Telstra of the difficulties faced by consumers changing to other network options.  After much improved consultation processes led by the Minister himself, the closure proceeded with minimal disruption in April this year.
CTN staff, in consultation with the Board, have continued to respond to an enormous work load of policy papers and issue consultations on behalf of residential consumers.  This year we tracked over 45 policy debates and submitted 25 written contributions to government and industry inquiries.  We were represented on over 30 different bodies and attended more than 100 meetings.  For an organisation with so little financial resources, this is a phenomenal contribution and would not be possible with paid staff alone as we also rely heavily on our volunteers.

The Board believes it is extremely important we engage with our membership in an effective manner so that we can adequately represent them in the national arena.  The CTN Secretariat has implemented many initiatives and internal procedural reviews to ensure we contact members frequently and increase the active involvement of members in the policy direction of CTN.  In this manner we aim that CTN policy and positions are truly reflective of the residential consumer voice for all Australian consumers.
In addition to our advocacy and policy development work, CTN undertook a research project in partnership with Media Access Australia and the Australian Communications Exchange and launched a report on Broadband Accessibility at the end of 2007.  We would like to thank MAA and ACE for their support in this endeavour which ensured that issues such as accessibility and affordability were highlighted in the Broadband debate.

Overall, CTN worked hard in its mission to inform consumers and raise awareness about consumer protection.  This is important both to make certain that consumers are adequately empowered in what is a very challenging marketplace and to ensure that where necessary appropriate safeguards will be implemented.  We continue to have a profile in the media, and to produce good quality publications and an accessible website.
We also held a well organised and well attended conference in Sydney titled ‘Healthy Communities using Communications’.  This was the first time we focussed on the outcomes and services that access to robust, affordable Broadband could provide.  We received good evaluations from the participants at this conference and it sets a stage for such events in future to focus on a much broader agenda.

The Third Annual CTN Awards were also given out at the conference with a Special Award going to Maureen Le Blanc (may she rest in peace) for her enormous contribution over many years to consumers in this field.  A full list of the honour roll for these important accolades, which recognise consumers and industry and are awarded by consumers, is included later in this report.

The Board continued on its mission to improve governance to ensure we have an accountable Board who are very aware of their role in setting the strategic direction of the organisation.  The Board portfolio system and the top policy priorities areas for 2007-2008 were linked more directly into the strategic plan and formed the basis of the approach taken by CTN in the lead up to the federal election.  In no particular order these included are Voice over Internet Protocol, the 2009 Communications Review, Complaints Handling, Public Phones, Mobiles, Consumer Consultation, Broadband Access, Free Directory Assistance, e-Security, Consumer Education, Privacy and Telecommunications and Health, e-Health, Privacy and Accessibility.  There has been considerable progress in many of these areas over the past 12 months.

Thank you to all who have supported CTN and valued our views throughout the year.  In particular, CTN would like to thank the Communications Minister, Senator the Hon. Stephen Conroy.  We would also like to convey our appreciation to the Minister’s staff and his Department ably led by Patricia Scott.  Gratitude must also be expressed to the Australian Communications & Media Authority (ACMA), and Chris Chapman, ACMA Chair whose staff consult with us frequently on many issues, and who also respond considerately to the many issues we bring to them.  We have also enjoyed positive, accessible relationships with the Australian Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC), through Louise Sylvan, outgoing ACCC Deputy Chair, as well as with the Telecommunications Industry Ombudsman, Deirdre O’Donnell, the Privacy Commission, the Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission (HREOC), the Australian Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety Agency (ARPANSA) and Standards Australia.  We also want to thank Anne Hurley and all the Communications Alliance staff for their continued assistance.  We look forward to working together in the future for good, strong outcomes for consumers. 

CTN Board, volunteer representatives and members have all made substantial contributions to our strategic goals and policy development.  We depend on our members, and residential consumers generally, to inform us of their experiences and concerns about telecommunications issues.  We want especially to thank all those who volunteer their time to represent CTN and the interests of residential consumers. 

Sadly this year we also paid respects and honoured the contribution of two founding CTN Members who passed away unexpectedly – Maureen Le Blanc and Christopher Newell.  My condolences were given to their families and friends; they are greatly missed in the CTN network but their contributions will not be forgotten.  The CTN Secretariat takes on an important role as a communication hub in these times of sadness and this places an enormous burden on staff but once again brings home the importance of communications services on so many levels.
Last, but by no means least, I would like to thank both all CTN Board members who have given so generously of their time and the goodwill of their constituent organisations during the last year.  Thank you Darrell McCarthy, Myra Pincott, Nan Bosler, Len Bytheway, Stephen Gleeson, Robin Wilkinson and Holly Raiche.

This year we farewell Robin Wilkinson who is one of our longest serving Board/Council members and held the position of Chair for three years.  We want to convey our thanks for her long-term contributions to CTN and we wish her all the best in the future.  Stephen Gleeson also leaves the Board and must be especially thanked for his work as Treasurer, not an easy task on such limited resources.  We wish him all the best in his future endeavours.  Special thanks are also given to the two other Executive Committee Members Len Bytheway as Deputy Chair, and Holly Raiche as Secretary, all of whom have greatly assisted me in my role as the Chair of CTN. 
As usual my special thanks to CTN staff – our Chief Executive Director, Teresa Corbin, Sarah Wilson (Policy Adviser), Annie McCall (Information Officer until February 2008), Lisbeth Duke (Office Manager) and Ryan Sengara (Project Officer until October 2007).  We welcome new staff members Patrick Palmer-Thomas (Policy and Information Officer), Danielle Notara (Policy and Research Officer) and Ebony Thomas (Admin Assistant).  Without the ongoing dedication and hard work of the staff CTN would not achieve what it does year in and year out. 
The Chair’s report is recommended for adoption.
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Dr Ross Kelso
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