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Executive Summary 

TEDICORE is the voice of Australia's peak organisations of people with disabilities on telecommunications. In this submission, TEDICORE highlights the need for strong consumer safeguards to be put in place to ensure that the services that Telstra currently offer to its customers with disability and which are not covered by Universal Service Obligations, are maintained and strengthened in case of future privatisation.

This submission addresses areas of concern such as payphones, provision of disability equipment, information provision and awareness-raising as well as quality of service.

The submission recommends that a review of the adequacy of services to people with disabilities be conducted in a similar way to the proposed review of the adequacy of services to people in regional, rural and remote areas of Australia.

1. TEDICORE Background

TEDICORE (Telecommunications and Disability Consumer Representation) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Senate Inquiry into the Telstra (Transition to Full Private Ownership) Bill 2003.  

TEDICORE is the voice of Australia's peak organisations of people with disabilities on telecommunications. It is supported by the Commonwealth through the "Grants to Fund Telecommunications Consumer Representations" program of the Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts. TEDICORE is cross-disability and its Project Advisory Body comprises representatives from the key national disability organisations. These are Blind Citizens Australia, Australian Association of the Deaf, Deafness Forum of Australia, Communication Aid Users Society, Physical Disability Council of Australia and Women with Disabilities Australia. Dr Christopher Newell AM is also a member of the Project Advisory Body.

2. Introduction

Telecommunications is vital for effective communication in today's society. Changes to telecommunications can open up many new possibilities of communication for people with disabilities but it also has the potential to close doors to existing communication options. This submission briefly outlines some of these dilemmas if Telstra is fully privatised and makes  recommendations for solutions.

People with disabilities comprise over 19% of the population according to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (1998). "From 2000 to 2010, the numbers of those aged 55-64 will rise by an astounding 45 per cent, while the number above 75 years will rise by 23 per cent."
 As our population ages, the number of people with functional limitations will increase. This means that essentially, over one quarter of Australia's population could be affected in some way by the implementation of significant new technologies if they are inaccessible.

People with disabilities live in all areas of Australia, conduct their own businesses, work in the government, commercial and community sector and span a broad range of occupations and interests.  People with disabilities are students, employees and employers. In other words, people with disabilities are an integral part of Australian society and contribute significantly to Australia's economy and are keen to participate in the digital economy. 

To offer guidance to government, industry and the community, TEDICORE has developed a Best Practice model in telecommunications for people with disabilities in Australia. The document details many issues which TEDICORE has worked with over the past five years and provides recommendations for solutions. It is located at: http://www.bca.org.au/tedicore/bestprac.htm
This submission will highlight particular areas of concern in relation to the possible privatisation of Telstra.

3. Payphones

Payphones are part of the Universal Service Obligations but even so they present considerable obstacles to many people with disability. For example, many people using wheelchairs and with limited upper limb mobility cannot reach the payphone functions to make a call. Telstra has undertaken research into the optimum mounting height as a result of a complaint under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992. However, there will still be over 40% of people with physical disabilities who are unable to use the payphones at the height recommended by the research. Telstra has offered a short-term solution through the supply of a limited number of mobile phones to a restricted group of people. However, this is not considered an optimal long-term solution. 

Blind people find the Majestic model payphones with cut-away sides a distinct problem and potential danger as white cane users can often not detect the obstacle until they have walked into it due to the cane not locating any obstruction at ground level. This issue has also not been resolved satisfactorily by Telstra after many representations by TEDICORE and Blind Citizens Australia. Telstra has only offered to move specific payphones. However, there are two solutions according to blind people. These are to either make a payphone booth which has sides going down to the ground which can be detected by a white cane user or to place tactile tiles around  Majestic payphones. Supporting the option of having full booth sides is the research done by the Australian Communications Authority indicating that 61% of payphone users surveyed expressed a preference for enclosed booths.
 Generally speaking, this can relate to the soundproofing advantages of more enclosed booths. It may also relate to privacy and protection from the weather.

People with hearing impairments need an increased range of volume control than is currently offered in payphones. The number of payphones with volume control needs to be significantly increased. Increased volume control is especially an important issue for Indigenous people who are high users of payphones as this is often their only form of telecommunications access. Indigenous people have a very high incidence of hearing impairment.

TTY users find the current number of TTY payphones severely limited and the Australian Association of the Deaf are working with Telstra to increase the availability of TTY payphones throughout Australia recognising that they need to be in secure locations. The roll-out is slow and compromised by private companies installing payphones in shopping centres at a lower cost. This means that Telstra removes its own payphones including those with TTYs.

In the past, there has been considerable consumer frustration due to the lack of consultation by Telstra on payphone concerns. This was outlined in TEDICORE's submission to the Estens Regional Telecommunications Inquiry in October, 2002. Telstra is working on improving its consultative processes based on the recommendation of the Estens Inquiry stating that “ Telstra should continue to work with representatives of people with disabilities to resolve any service concerns, and consider their practical suggestions for service improvements. The Government should consider any national policy issues raised with the Inquiry, relating to access to telecommunications for people with disabilities." (Recommendation 2.1) 

The success of this consultative process should be assessed in future.

TEDICORE is also participating in the Payphone Policy Review by the Australian Communications Authority with regard to the above issues. 

4. Disability Equipment Program

The Telecommunications (Consumer Protection and Service Standards) Act 1999 specifies that equipment be supplied to consumers in order for them to use the standard telephone service. The Act further specifies that this also applies to equipment needed by people with a disability. Telstra has the responsibility as the Universal Service Provider to supply equipment if needed under the Universal Service Obligations (USO). 

The Telstra Disability Equipment Program provides specialised phone equipment at the same cost as a standard phone handset for people with a disability who are Telstra local call customers after they have fulfilled eligibility criteria qualifying them for the Program. 

The Telecommunications (Equipment for the Disabled) Regulations 1998 gives examples of the type of equipment to be made available by Telstra in order for it to meet its Universal Service Obligations. Disability equipment listed in the Regulations includes TTYs, volume control phone, a phone with speech amplification, a handsfree phone and various ancillary products. This is reflected closely in what Telstra currently provides through its Program. Telstra has expanded its Program recently to include large visual display units for TTY users who have low vision and is planning on adding at least one more item to its Program in future. 

This is still a limited range in comparison to the telecommunications equipment available through state-run programs in USA where, in some cases, 30 different types of equipment are available. Many of these programs are managed by governmental or consumer organisations with funding models varying from a levy on the phone bill to direct government funding. There is usually direct consumer input into the choice of equipment under the programs with an effective and relatively prompt addition of new items. Many European countries offer telecommunications equipment through government funding and in the case of Sweden, this includes videophones for Deaf people using sign language as their first language.

As technologies change, there should be the facility for people with a disability to have access to equipment for those technologies on an equitable basis. In fact, the  Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, the Australian Communications Authority and the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission have agreed to an interpretation of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 and the Telecommunications Act with regard to the obligations of carriage service providers. For example, if providers offer equipment as part of their telephone service, they are required to also provide some accessible equipment. This applies to mobile phones as well as fixed phones. 

TEDICORE has asserted that people with a disability have limited freedom of choice in choosing another carriage service provider based on price and service if they need disability equipment. Optus has introduced a limited TTY program for Optus customers with a disability who use the Optus network. The smaller carriage service providers have no equipment program. In January 2003, Telstra introduced a wholesale arrangement to supply equipment on behalf of other carriage service providers who are Telstra resellers. However, up to date, there have been teething problems in relation to contractual arrangements, costing and customer information. 

The success of Telstra's wholesale arrangements with other carriage service providers in the provision of disability equipment needs to be carefully assessed in the next year.

There continues to be considerable impetus from disability consumer organisations to work towards an independent and consumer-managed Telecommunications Program. TEDICORE has developed a Position Paper for an independent and consumer-managed Telecommunications Program to be established.
  

5. Telstra Disability Services

Telstra provides a range of services to people with disabilities and was the first major Australian corporation to develop a Disability Action Plan. It provides services to people with disabilities required by its role as the Universal Service Provider. However, Telstra also offers some services to people with disabilities as a good corporate citizen. It is these services in particular that consumers are concerned will be eroded if Telstra is totally privatised. It is vital that consumer safeguards be instigated and legislated with strong compliance measures to ensure that people with disability still are able to access services such as:

Directory Assistance Helpline


Specially trained operators provide free detailed directory assistance to people with disability who meet eligibility criteria that they cannot use a standard telephone directory

Disability Enquiry Hotline 

Provides information on the Disability Equipment Program

In addition, Telstra resources which positively impact on consumers with disability include:

Centre for Accessibility 

Within the Human Factors sectors of Telstra's Research Laboratories. It provides an internal service ensuring that Telstra's online services such as its web site are accessible and also does assessments and provides advice on accessibility to other divisions of Telstra.

Disability Services Unit 

This unit is central to the development of policy and liaison with consumers on disability issues. It implements the Disability Action Plan, provides disability awareness-raising within the corporation and promotes its disability services in the community.

The Disability Services Unit is a valuable cross-corporation resource on disability and this should be expanded with at least another staff member to ensure that all its tasks are achieved in a timely manner.

After TEDICORE representations to Telstra managment, there have been oral reassurances from Telstra that current services to people with disabilities will be maintained beyond the legislative and regulatory saftey net. However, there is still considerable concern amongst TEDICORE member organisations and at the grassroots level that, in future, based on the commercial pressures of a fully privatised company, current service levels could deteriorate.

The sudden closure of the Telstra Aged and Disability Centres without consumer consultation has excerbated this concern. These Centres operated in six capital cities providing showrooms of equipment, some of which is offered through the Disability Equipment Program. The centre staff were proactive by attending disability events to discuss Telstra's services and in some cases, visited customer's homes to ascertain particular equipment needs.

While Telstra has endeavoured to develop an alternative means of outreach such as through Telstra CountryWide area offices and disability organisations, the success of this approach needs to be evaluated in future. In this particular case, it will be illustrative to assess how people with disabilities living in urban areas will be served directly by Telstra as the level of informed direct face-to-face interaction by Telstra staff will very likely be less than in regional and rural areas. 

6. Promotion and information dissemination

There is considerable concern that products and services for people with a disability offered by Telstra are not widely known. While Telstra has produced a Catalogue of Products and Services and advertised its services in disability media, there needs to be a more concerted effort in mainstream media outlets. For example, leaflets could be included with a customer's phone bill outlining disability-specific products and services. This would reach people who do not belong to disability organisations and would particularly help those who live in rural and remote areas. 

Any information should be prepared in plain English to accommodate many people who have learning or intellectual disabilities or who may be from non-English speaking backgrounds. The project commissioned by the Communication Aid Users Society and conducted by Deakin University highlights many important issues in the way information should be disseminated to people with speech and communication impairments. Many of the recommendations in the report especially with respect to the use of plain English have relevance for a broader audience and should be considered in this light.

Naturally, information should be available in alternative formats such as Braille and large print and if on web sites, be accessible according to the W3C Web Content Accessibility Guidelines. Currently, billing is provided in large print and Braille for fixed and mobile services but this is not available to subscribers of Telstra broadband services. 

There should also be more promotion in general media showing people of all ages and from all parts of the community using telecommunications. This will help in two ways. Firstly, the "average" Australian will gain an understanding of the diverse use of telecommunications from, for example, an Indigenous person with a hearing impairment in a remote community to a person with cerebral palsy who lives in a small town and uses a mouth stick to press numbers on the keypad. Secondly, specific communities will more closely identify with the product or service being promoted. 

7. Conclusion

This submission indicates that, while there have improvements to telecommunications services for people with disabilities in regional, rural and remote areas of Australia, there is still much to be done to ensure that services are adequate.

TEDICORE has highlighted areas of concern and recommends avenues for improving access so that the benefits of telecommunications can be shared by all Australians. 

TEDICORE, as part of the disability community, looks forward to working on these issues with industry and government. We have many suggestions on funding programs for people with disabilities from the proceeds of the sale of Telstra in the event that full privatisation goes ahead.

Recommendation:

· That, as well as a review of the adequacy of Telstra services in regional, rural and remote areas, an independent review be undertaken of the adequacy of services to people with disabilities. This provision should be included in additional sections of the proposed legislation to privatise Telstra. The review should be undertaken every three years in recognition of the rapid changes occurring in telecommunications and information technologies.
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