
23 September 2003

The Secretary,

ECITA Legislation Committee

Australian Senate

Parliament House

Canberra ACT 2600

(& by email: ecita.sen@aph.gov.au)

Dear Mr McLean,

Re: Telstra (Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill 2003
Thank you for your letter of 15 September, inviting us to make comment on the above Bill.

As the Committee may be aware, the Consumers Federation of Australia (CFA) has been the main peak body for consumer groups in Australia since 1974. We have 95 member groups, spread around Australia across a wide variety of consumer interests. The CFA has an active telecommunications network. We also have regular and ongoing communications with other consumer groups with more specialist knowledge of telco issues, most notably the Australian Consumers’ Association and the Consumers’ Telecommunications Network.

The limited timeframe for comment does not permit a detailed submission. We also recognise our limitations in commenting on the detail of the Bill itself. Instead, we confine our contribution to the following two factors:

· the limitations of the current regulatory landscape for telecommunications in Australia and

· Telstra’s less than perfect record on meeting the spirit and letter of current consumer protection standards.

On the first of the above points, the CFA has expressed its view publicly on a number of occasions, that the current regulatory landscape delivers piecemeal and often unacceptable consumer outcomes. Those views are expressed in more detail in our submission to the Estens Inquiry and in our 5 Point Policy Statement on telecommunications. Copies of both documents are provided for the information of the Committee. If the consumer protection arrangements in telecommunications are inadequate to respond to the current market in which the largest market participant is majority public owned, what hope that system responding to the sort of dominance Telstra would have if fully privatised?

In relation to the second point, CFA member groups report complaint levels that raise serious questions about Telstra’s commitment to good consumer conduct. A recent example has been the fiasco of large scale outsourcing of old Telstra debts to Alliance Factoring, a debt buyout and collection company. CFA member groups continue to report examples of unsafe and unfair collection activity, in some instances in relation to debts that do not exist and where neither Telstra nor Alliance act with appropriate speed or decisiveness to resolve resultant complaints.

We trust this information is of some use in the Committee’s deliberations. If further comment is required, we would be happy to try and arrange a representative to appear at a Hearing. To that end, I note that my term as CFA Chair will shortly conclude. I am happy however to continue to act as contact point in relation to this matter for our national executive.

Yours sincerely,

David Tennant

Chair.
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